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ABSTRACT
THE LAST VICTORIAN KNIGHT:
A STUDY OF T.E. LAWRENCE AND THE ARAB REVOLT
by Nancy Nicole Nicholls
May 2011
Despite the enormous amount ofliterature written about T.E. Lawrence and his
exploits in Arabia, he continues to be one of the most mysterious and elusive figures in
modern history. Historians have analyzed almost every aspect of Lawrence's life from
his early childhood to his death in 1935. Lawrence's upbringing in the late Victorian era
shaped his outlook on life as it did for many men of his generation, but Lawrence saw the
contradictions of Victorian society and pushed the boundaries of acceptable behavior for
men of his class. Lawrence was not a masculine paradigm of the traditional hypermasculine constructs of his generation, and contemporaries often considered him quite
feminine.
This study seeks to explore Lawrence's early life and his role in the Arab Revolt
of 1916 but not the Lawrence legend, as they are two very different people. Lawrence's
masculinity and the early Victorian ideals of asceticism and chivalry shaped his
worldview and how the world viewed him. His unique style of masculinity engendered
the trust of a small band of Arabs who risked their lives to inspire revolt against the
Ottoman Empire. In so doing, Lawrence became a hero and symbol of national prestige
while the old ideals of Victorian masculinity died on the Western Front. Lawrence
became the last Victorian knight.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
On May 19, 1935, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Edward Lawrence died from
injuries sustained after a motorcycle accident in Dorset. Perhaps one of the most iconic
war heroes of World War I, and arguably the twentieth century, Lawrence's arduous
journey from the "uncrowned king of Arabia" to a broken hero seeking seclusion in the
English countryside was long. While details of Lawrence's life are extraordinary, many
of the contradictions of his character, and the struggles he faced, are direct reflections of
late-Victorian culture. Like most middle-class late-Victorian men, Lawrence struggled
with the expectations of his father's generation and his generation's move to challenge
the ideals of the past. The late-Victorian generation began to challenge mid-Victorian
ideals of domesticity and began to delay or avoid marriage and family life. 1 Lawrence
chose the latter. Lawrence found his escape from the pressures of domesticity in the
empire, where he could live in an environment almost devoid of women. For Lawrence,
the empire represented the environment in which he could establish a profession without
the middle-class pressures and constraints of Victorian society. His evolution from
schoolboy in Oxford City High to his famous exploits in Arabia illustrated a man with
tremendous discipline and determination, but Lawrence' s journey, however, was not only
one of fame and fortune but also one of trials and tribulations. By placing Lawrence in
the historical context of Victorian masculinity, I will argue that the ascetic style of

1

John Tosh, A Man's Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 7-8.
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Victorian masculinity appealed to Lawrence, as did the adventurism of the empire, and
the desert provided Lawrence with both.
Lawrence's evolution can be attributed to his experience in the desert with the
Bedouin Arabs, where he gained extensive knowledge of their culture. Lawrence came
to favor the simplicity of Bedouin culture, often dressing like them and mimicking their
habits. Lawrence's story is unique in that he cast off his English identity to live as an
Arab, which was without a doubt controversial. And yet, his story turning to a life of
imperial adventure to seek out or reaffirm a masculine identity was not uncommon. 2
What distinguishes Lawrence from those men was that Lawrence was quite effeminate
unlike Charles Kingsley's ideal muscular Christianity of many men of Lawrence's age
and status. As a study of empire and masculinity, this study will focus on T.E. Lawrence,
the man not the legend, and it will argue that Lawrence's particular style of masculinity,
that of the ascetic, allowed him to relate to the Bedouin Arabs and achieve great success
in the Arab Revolt.
Like many middle-class, late-Victorian men, Lawrence went to the empire in
search of adventure and planned to use his initial experience to further his career.
Lawrence was at heart an "incurable romantic," and he sought adventure for the sake of
3

the adventure. His exploits in the Middle East offered Lawrence the adventure of a
lifetime, and they provided him with the experience to gain recognition in the field of
archaeology. Establishing a profession was important to most middle-class Victorian
men, and Lawrence was no exception. Lawrence became interested in archaeology while
2

Jonathan Rutherford, Forever England: Reflections on Race, Masculinity and Empire (London: Lawrence
and Wishart, 1997), 83-85.
3
Robert Graves, Lawrence and the Arabian Adventure (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Doran, 1928), 38.
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studying history at the University of Oxford. He also developed a strict adherence to the
ascetic lifestyle at the university and would often go days without food or sleep, so
naturally Lawrence easily adapted to harsh conditions of the desert. 4 Asceticism defined
Lawrence's life from boyhood to manhood; he loathed the excess of British culture, and
he longed for the simplicity of a life in solitude.5

Lawrence's ascetic masculinity was

not wholly uncommon as a style of Victorian masculinity, since there was a resurgence of
the early Victorian ascetic movement by men ofletters in the 1880s. Lawrence found in
poetry and in literature different selves that he could relate to, and the more complicated
the character, the more Lawrence could relate. 6 This study will attempt to demonstrate
how his socioeconomic background, social, and cultural experiences, both in Britain and
abroad, shaped his masculinity.
As a study of masculinity and empire, it becomes necessary to define what one
means by the terms, gender and empire. Joan Wallach Scott argues that gender is a
relational, social construct dependent on the experiences of the male and female. 7
Essentially, Scott maintains that one cannot study femininity without considering
masculinity, as the two are dually intertwined. John Tosh also considers gender a
relational construct, especially by those relating to domestic relationships. 8 Tosh and
Michael Roper compiled perhaps the foundational study on masculinity in their book,
Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain Since 1880. Roper and Tosh argue that
4

M.R. Lawrence, T.E. Lawrence by His Friends, ed. A.W. Lawrence (London: Jonathan Cape, 1937), 3132.
5
Graves, Lawrence and the Arabian Adventure, 33.
6
Robert Graves quoted in, TE. Lawrence to His Biographers, Robert Graves and Liddell Hart (Westport,
CT: Greenwood Press), 9.
7
Joan Wallach Scott, "Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis," The American Historical
Review, Vol. 91 , No. 5. (1986), 1053-1075.
8
Tosh, A Man 's Place, 1.
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masculinity "has always been defined in relation to ' the other. "'9 Their study focuses on
masculinities in Britain, not as a monolith, but how many masculinities, often competing
and changing forms were constructed through cultural and societal relationships. 10
By the late Victorian generation, different and competing ideals of masculinity
left many young Victorian men of Lawrence's generation uncertain about what it meant
to be a man.

11

Many middle-class men also fought against mid-Victorian ideals of

domesticity and fled to military service, the empire, or gentlemen's clubs, all of which
offered a homosocial environment to escape the pressures of domesticity. 12 For many
middle-class men, the empire represented a place where they could prove their masculine
dominance over subordinate, feminized cultures in the East and North Africa.
Masculinity and empire became inextricably bound together in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century as many young men sought their place and professions in
Victorian society.
This study will refer to Lawrence's adventures in the empire, but many of the
territories referred to in this study did not become part of the British Empire until after
World War I. Lawrence' s journey took him to Palestine and Syria, and, later, he traveled
to various provinces of the Ottoman Empire, many of which had a strong British or
French presence but were not under European control. Lawrence went on to explore the
Sinai, Mesopotamia, the Transjordan region, the Hejaz, Egypt, and parts of Greece. This

9

M ichael Roper and John Tosh, eds., Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain Since 1800 (New York:
Routledge, 1991 ), 1.
10
Roper and Tosh, Manful Assertions, I .
11
Herbert Sussman, Victorian Masculinities: Manhood and Masculine Poetics in Early Victorian
Literature and Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 10-11 .
12
Tosh, A Man 's Place, 2-6.
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study will refer to this region as the "East" or the "Middle East," since how the West
viewed the East is essential to understanding Lawrence's journey. The West viewed, and
arguably still views, the East through a Orientalist lens, as it sees Eastern races as
feminine, weak, lazy, and uncivilized peoples in need of Western domination. 13 This
study will refer to these regions as parts of "the empire," which, in general terms, means
colonial or imperial gates that applied even outside the bounds of formal empires. 14 Even
though many regions like Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan established kingdoms after the
war, they remained under British influence and protection. After World War I began,
Lawrence's goal in the Middle East was to incite an Arab revolt and lead them to victory,
or at the very least, distract the Ottoman Empire long enough so that Britain could topple
Damascus and force an Ottoman surrender. 15 Lawrence's ascetic masculinity and his
seemingly effeminate appearance enabled Lawrence to relate to the Arabs in a way that
no other European man before him could.
Biographers and historians have written about and analyzed nearly every aspect of
Lawrence's life, yet the enigma of Lawrence is not easily explained nor understood.
Even Lawrence was fascinated with different understanding himself, which is why he
posed for so many artists and sculptors. 16 Lawrence's biographers have struggled to
understand Lawrence, and there are scores of biographies written about his life. Few,
however, tackle Lawrence's masculinity effectively. Robert Graves was one of
Lawrence's biographers who knew him personally and corresponded with Lawrence
13

Edward Said, Orienta/ism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), 2-3.
Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), 711.
15
T.E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A Triumph (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1926), 224-231.
16
Graves, Lawrence and the Arabian Adventure, 33.
14
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about his biography, and his account along with those of B.H. Liddell Hart, and Jeremy
Wilson are among the most accurate studies compiled on Lawrence. Graves attempted to
explain the questions surrounding Lawrence's masculinity by explaining, "Lawrence
idealized masculinity, partly perhaps because he knew that he was not conventionally
masculine himself, in spite ofhis great physical strength and habitual knight-errantry." 17
Graves maintained that Lawrence was not a homosexual, but rather Lawrence did not
know how to relate to women and was afraid of women "who thought for themselves." 18
Graves argued that Lawrence's uncertainty of women was a reflection of his uncertainty
with himself. Lawrence did not understand women or himself, and Graves concluded
that Lawrence viewed women and himself somewhere between "romantic elevation and
disgust." 19
Few historians have attempted to grapple solely with Lawrence's masculinity,
especially by placing him in the Edwardian context and many become sidetracked by his
sexuality. Their arguments usually appear as a chapter within an edited collection on
Victorian masculinities. Many historians and biographers have concluded that Lawrence
was a homosexual, but their evidence draws on psychoanalysis, rumors, and
misinterpretations. Historian Jonathan Rutherford and Gillian Swanson, who studies
Cultural Policy, have argued that Lawrence was a homosexual. My study will not argue
whether or not Lawrence was homosexual or heterosexual, neither of which can be
proven. On the one hand, Rutherford argued that Lawrence "was a product of Victorian
sexual prudery," whose exploits were driven by "a desire to escape his family, and by a
17

Robert Graves quoted in, T. E. Lawrence to His Biographers, Robert Graves and Liddell Hart, 8.
Ibid., 9.
19
Ibid.
18
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homoerotic attachment to a particular Arab boy."20 Rutherford concluded that Lawrence
suppressed his homosexuality by adopting the homosocial environment of the desert and
latter the anonymity of enlisting in the RAF. 21 Unfortunately, Rutherford offers no
sources on these allegations for which others can confirm his conclusions. On the other
hand, Swanson concluded that Lawrence' s "sexual ambiguity," "recoil from women,"
and "love of company of men and involvement in flagellation" confirmed Lawrence's
homosexuality. 22 Swanson's argument draws on studies, like the Committee on
Homosexual Offences and Prostitution (HMSO 1957), and renewed public interest in
Lawrence in the 1950s.23
Perhaps one of the most unbiased studies on Lawrence is that of Graham Dawson,
as the study encompasses the man and the legend, which Dawson considers inseparable.
Dawson argues that the Lawrence legend was an "imperialist fantasy and its hero a figure
of British imperial masculinity."24 Dawson recognizes the complexity of Lawrence,
especially in through his analysis of Lawrence's identification with different, competing
masculinities. For example, Dawson considers the imagining of Lawrence as an
adventure hero in relation to Lawrence's identification with the "modernist anti-hero."25
Dawson, perhaps, relies too much on Lowell Thomas' portrayal of the Lawrence legend

20

Rutherford, Forever England, 8.
Ibid.
22
Gillian Swanson, "Flying or Drowning: Sexual Instability, Subjective Narrative and 'Lawrence of
Arabia,'" in Deciphering Culture: Ordinary Curiosities and Subjective Narratives, ed. Jane Crips, Kay
Ferres and Gillian Swanson (London: Routledge, 2000), 191.
23
Swanson, "Flying or Drowning," 191 .
24
Graham Dawson, Soldier Heroes: British Adventure, Empire and the Imagining ofMasculinities
(London: Routledge, 1994), 170.
25
Dawson, Soldier Heroes, 173.
21
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in With Lawrence in Arabia, which was largely fictitious, but the same can be said for
Lawrence's portrayal of himself and his accomplishments in the Seven Pillars of Wisdom.
Historians who study Lawrence's masculinity often find it difficult to separate the
man from the legend. This study argues they two were very different entities. On the
one hand, there is Lawrence, who throughout his life in Britain and journey through the
Middle East, came to be seen as effeminate by many contemporaries. On the other hand,
American journalist Lowell Thomas created the Lawrence legend, which portrayed a
hypermasculine war hero constructed from exaggerations and outright lies. Lawrence,
the man, was even more complicated than either representation, as he embodied different
styles of masculinity at different times, some more prevalent than others. This study will
show competing masculinities within Lawrence and how they were intertwined with
Lawrence's family life and his exploits in the empire. This study attempts to separate the
man from the legend and will focus on Lawrence, the man.

Lawrence may have

exhibited many styles of masculinity during his life, but that of the ascetic was more
prevalent than, for example, the man ofletters, the man of action, the soldier-hero, the
dandy, or the adventure-hero.
Lawrence provides historians and biographers with an example of how fluid and
uncertain late-Victorian masculinity was, and how societal anxieties of degeneration and
imperial decline were inextricably bound to Victorian masculinity. Lawrence was a
product of his parents' ideals of domesticity, consistent with the mid-Victorian
generation, but Lawrence, like many late-Victorian men challenged the ideals of the
domestic man. Lawrence sought refuge from domesticity in the empire where he could

9

live out his quest for adventure and be free of his overbearing mother.

26

However,

Lawrence controversially rewrote the adventure stories of the late-Victorian era by
casting off his English identity in the empire, which was controversial. In the empire,
Lawrence began to dress, speak, and imitate the Arabs he encountered. To society,
Lawrence became Orientalized, or feminized, by having assimilated into Arab culture,
and his only redemption was his victory over the Turks, a victory that reaffirmed Western
dominance over the East. Lawrence's success in the empire and Lowell Thomas'
portrayal of Lawrence transformed Lawrence into a hypermasculine adventure-hero or
soldier-hero, a sort of knight in shining armor who rescued the East from Turkish
despotism. By contrast, Lawrence's version of the Arab Revolt depicts a man plagued by
the guilt of having betrayed a people he loved, and seeking exile in solitude.
This study will examine Lawrence's childhood in the late-Victorian era, his
adventures in the empire, and his role in the Arab Revolt, as portrayed by Lawrence in his
letters and the Seven Pillars of Wisdom . This study is a cultural history constructed
around T.E. Lawrence, the man, and how his masculinity and adventures in the empire
reflect the larger context of masculinity and empire in late-Victorian Britain. Perhaps one
of the most celebrated heroes of World War I, Lawrence was also one of the most
complicated and contradictory figures of his time. My research explores Lawrence's
early life and societal expectations of men in Victorian society, his adolescence in the
school system and college, and his young adulthood in the empire. Lawrence's story
reveals a man struggling to find his masculine identity in Victorian society, with all its

26

T.E. Lawrence to D.Knowles, Karachi, July 14, 1927, in Lawrence ofArabia, 41.
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contradictions and anxieties, who rejects his father's notions of domesticity and instead
travels to the empire to discover his masculinity identity in the deserts of Arabia.
In order to answer these questions, I examined collections of Lawrence's letters,
Lawrence's Seven Pillars of Wisdom, numerous biographies, and other primary and
secondary sources to frame the context of Victorian masculinity and the empire.
Lawrence documented the Arab Revolt in his travelogue, the Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A

Triumph, though many of his recollections have been proven false by historians and
biographers. Perhaps an excuse for Lawrence's distorted recollections can be attributed
to his loss of the original manuscript on a train in Paris.27 He wrote the second and third
drafts completely from memory, having destroyed his notes after writing the first draft.
Although Lawrence's account of the Arab Revolt has been proven to have inaccuracies
concerning dates, locations, and actual success of some battles, it does not affect the
argument of this study, as this study focuses on Lawrence the man, his masculinity, and
his experience in the empire. This study focuses on Lawrence, the man and the ascetic,
which was different from Lowell Thomas' creation of the Lawrence legend in With

Lawrence in Arabia.
In addition to the Seven Pillars, this study uses a variety of primary sources
wiitten by Lawrence, his friends, and his family. Lawrence wrote several books, articles,
and left behind thousands of letters collected by his authorized biographer, Jeremy
Wilson. 28 Although biographies tend to lack augments and, in many cases, idealize the
person of interest, this study uses the most accurate, unbiased biographies available to
27

Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom , 17.
J.M. Wilson, Lawrence ofArabia: The Authorized Biography of T.E. Lawrence (London: William
Heinemann, 1989), x-xi.

28
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provide a cohesive narrative and to make use of their interviews and primary sources that
are simply not available for mass distribution or are still under copyright protection. This
study also uses many secondary sources to provide the context for Victorian society, the
historiography for British masculinity, and imperial conflict.
This study is divided into three chapters. Chapter I focuses on Lawrence's youth
in the context oflate-Victorian Britain. The late-Victorian generation, or Lawrence's
generation, was made up of many middle-class men who struggled to find their place in
society while also challenging their fathers' ideals of masculinity; Lawrence was no
exception. Like many late-Victorian middle-class boys, Lawrence's youth was shaped by
domestic life, school, and literature. Lawrence's relationship with his family, in
particular his mother, provides the impetus for Lawrence's flight from the domestic
space. In addition to family life, schools encouraged imperial adventure and public
service in order to sustain Britain's prestige. 29 Popular literature also encouraged men to
explore the empire and assert their masculine dominance over colonized peoples and the
Orient. 30 In Lawrence's generation, achieving manhood meant establishing a profession
and independence, which was in contrast to his father's generation, which focused on
establishing a household, marriage, and children. 31 This chapter will argue that Lawrence
rejected his father 's principles of masculinity and chose to establish his masculinity in the
empire as an ascetic through a strict regimen of endurance, self-denial, and pushing
physical boundaries set by other men who explored before him.

29

J.R. de S. Honey, Tom Brown's Universe: The Development of the English Public School in the
Nineteenth Century (London: Millington Books Limited, 1977), 226-228.
30
Edward Said, Orienta/ism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), 2-3.
31
Tosh,A Man's Place, 2-4.
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Chapter II examines Lawrence in the context of empire. In Lawrence's case, the
empire also included territories that were not yet a part of the British Empire until after
the First World War. Imperial rhetoric dominated the nineteenth century and encouraged
men to settle and civilize colonies in the name of Britain. The ideal colonizer was an
industrious, productive, courageous white man who could transform the unproductive,
lazy natives into a means of profit for the mother country. 32 For the most part, schools
and national propaganda encouraged young middle-class men to seek adventure in the
colonies and spread English civilization, humanitarianism, Protestantism, and national
prestige. Imperialism, especially in the Near and Far East, was as much about financial
gain as it was about defining Britain as a nation, or establishing a national identity.
Victorian men went to the colonies in search of adventure, experience, financial, and
professional opportunities. They sought to instill in the native population a sense of
civilization, or Englishness, while attempting to gain wealth and prestige throughout their
journey.

33

Lawrence first traveled to the empire to conduct research for his thesis and

later returned many times, especially during World War I. This chapter will illustrate
how Lawrence' s experience in the empire changed his life, both by helping establish his
manhood and destroy it, leaving him a broken man.
Chapter III explores Lawrence's role in the Arab Revolt, and the tragic end to
Lawrence's life. He held a romantic view of the East comparable to romantic, Victorian
literature featuring a damsel in distress. For Lawrence, he was the knight, the East was
the damsel, and over the coming years, Lawrence fought for a free Middle East.
32

Philippa Levine, ed., Gender and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 7.
CJ . W.-L. Wee, Culture, Empire, and the Question of Being Modern (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2003), xi.
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Lawrence's role in the Arab Revolt launched him onto the world stage as a war hero, but
his experience in the revolt, misleading the Arabs and the apparent rape at Deraa,
changed Lawrence. 34 The journey documented in Seven Pillars shows a man excited for
the success of his men until he realizes that, regardless of their success, they would never
achieve their freedom from imperial rule. After the apparent "rape," which Lawrence
leaves ambiguous what actually happened in the bey's bedroom, Lawrence lost all
confidence in his mission and himself, almost as if the incident destroyed his manhood,
leaving him feeble and weak. 35 He returned to Britain a broken man, refusing the
spotlight, and enlisted into the RAF under a pseudonym. After officials learned of his
real identity, they discharged Lawrence, and he retired in seclusion at Clouds Hill. This
chapter will argue that Lawrence's experience in the empire, his betrayal of the Arabs,
and the incident at Deraa left Lawrence a different man.
From childhood in late Victorian Britain and his relationship with his parents to
his adventures in the empire, Lawrence provides historians with a prime example of the
contradictions and anxieties of Victorian Britain. Lawrence openly mocked the
constraints and social norms of Victorian society and idealized early Victorian notions of
masculinity, especially that of the ascetic. At heart, Lawrence was a romantic who left
behind his English identity to assimilate into Arab culture in order to win their freedom
all the while knowing they would be betrayed in the end. Lawrence struggled with the
guilt and with his own identity, but throughout the course of the revolt, he came to
resemble the romanticized, chivalric knights of Victorian literature. Lawrence's style of

34
35

Lawrence, Seven Pillars, 444-447.
Ibid., 562-563.
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masculinity, his determination, and service to his country rendered him the last Victorian
knight.

15
CHAPTER II
VICTORIAN SOCIETY AND THE LA WRENCE FAMILY
Lawrence loved learning and the past, fine writing finely produced. He
took the whole of life, not excluding science and invention, for his
province. Like Oxford itself, he had that quiescence that is not lethargy,
but pose and preparation: to his contemporaries and posterity a man of
action, to himself a dreamer. 36
Although he felt that high school had done little to prepare him for university,
Lawrence enjoyed the homosocial environment of the all-boy school and later Oxford
37

University.

Lawrence was part of the late Victorian generation that experienced a shift

in British masculinity, influenced by the school system, popular literature, and social
anxieties of national degeneration. The shift in British middle-class masculinity from the
traditional mid-Victorian patriarchal roles of the loving, attentive father and husband to
what John Tosh calls a "flight from domesticity" occurred in the 1880s.38 The pressures
of domestic constraints and societal expectations of middle-class families drove many
men away from domestic life into homosocial atmospheres like gentlemen' s clubs and, in
Lawrence's case, colonial frontiers. Ideals of Victorian masculinity shifted and
transformed middle-class Victorian society, but the changes were usually subtle, as many
men kept traditional notions of the early Victorian ascetic movement and compounded
them to later notions of independency. Like many Victorian ideals, Victorian masculinity
proved to be unstable, fluid, and ripe with contradiction. Lawrence was a prime example
of the fluidity of British middle-class masculinity, as he rejected mid Victorian ideals of

36

T.W. Chaundy, T E. Lawrence by His Friends, ed. A.W. Lawrence (London: Jonathan Cape, 1937), 41.
Lawrence to D.G. Hogarth, January 14, 1926, in The Letters of TE. Lawrence, ed. David Garnett (New
York: Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1939), 491-492.
38
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domesticity and idealized early notions of the ascetic with later notions of the
independent perpetual bachelor.
Social status, or class, was a defining factor for the Victorian era. Knowing one's
social status and conforming to its accepted mores was intertwined in every aspect of
Victorian life. When one did not conform, Victorians reacted with scorn and disapproval,
as was the case with the Lawrence family. 39 Thomas Robert Tighe Chapman inherited
his father's estate and title of baronet in 1870, and, being of the landed Anglo-Irish
heritage, he attended Eton along with his brothers and later married Edith Sarah
Hamilton, a woman oflanded nobility in County Westmeath. 40 By most accounts from
neighbors and servants, the marriage was not a happy one. Lady Chapman's overbearing
personality and strict religiosity earned her the title, "the Vinegar Queen." 41 Given their
social status, Victorian society would have expected the Chapmans to dine, take tea, and
entertain guests of their status, but Thomas Chapman resisted that lifestyle and chose
instead to reside with his mistress in a middle-class neighborhood in Oxford, where they
raised five children. On August 16, 1888 in North Wales, Sarah Lawrence gave birth to
Thomas Edward Lawrence, the product of an adulterous affair with Chapman. Chapman
passed his disdain for wealth onto the Lawrence boys. T.E. Lawrence remembered with
pride that, "It was my father who was wonderful in throwing up all his comforts to go
away with her: and I never remember his being sorry at having so little, as we grew

39

Peter Gay, Schnitzler's Century: The Making ofMiddle-Class Culture (New York: W.W. Norton, 2002),
7-10.
40
J.M. Wilson, Lawrence ofArabia: The Authorized Biography of T.E. Lawrence (London: William
Heinemann, 1989), Appendix I.
41
Mack, A Prince of Our Disorder, 4.
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bigger."42 For Chapman, relinquishing his title and some estates meant defying social
norms by choosing to live as a middle-class man having been born a member of the
aristocracy.
Although Chapman was a baronet, to society the Lawrences appeared to be a
typical married couple of middle-class status, but they rarely entertained guests in their
home in Oxford. Chapman' s forfeiture of his wealth and some estates, in addition to the
Lawrence's unmarried status, confined them to their home and prevented them from
socializing much with their neighbors. Chapman and Sarah Lawrence sheltered their
children from neighbors and friends, and the Lawrence boys agreed that they were model
parents. By most accounts, Chapman took an active interest in his children with Sarah
Lawrence, which was typical of most fathers of the mid-Victorian generation.43 Andrew
Laurie, a childhood friend ofT.E. Lawrence, described Chapman as "thoroughly
domesticated and extremely kind."

44

For the Lawrences and other middle-class

Victorian families, domesticity defined the nineteenth century.
Domesticity manifested itself both physically in the domestic sphere and
mentally, with obligations to the family, which included comfort, privacy, separation
from the workplace, and the merging of domestic space with its inhabitants into a home. 45
For men, the domesticity represented obligations to the home and family as well as a
place where all his needs were met, and a place where men could gain status as a

42

T.E. Lawrence to Charlotte Shaw, August 28, 1928, in A Prince of Our Disorder, 7.
Tosh, A Man 's Place, 79-80.
44
Andrew Laurie, interview by John E. Mack, March 26, 1965, A Prince of Our Disorder, 7.
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householder. 46 The mid-Victorian period marked a change in societal norms; now the
paterfamilias could comfortably associate himself with the domestic sphere, in contrast to
the previous generation, who associated the private sphere with the feminine. 47 Fathers
took a more active role in the son' s life as the son aged and required less and less
maternal nurturing. Societal norms dictated that a father's responsibility was to advise
his son on world and sexual matters as well as apprenticeship, education, and public
•
48
af,c.1airs.

With modernization and urbanization, the Victorian home became a place of
refuge for men who sought to escape the reaction of industrial effects the environment.
The scarred landscape, factories, mills, and slums drove many men into their homes to
find comforts and privacy. The domestic rituals of the Victorian home provided space
for worship, education, music, and entertainment.49 Men and women established their
social identities in the home along with their children, who learned the gender roles
appropriate to their class. As work shifted outside of the home in the early and midVictorian years, men became the sole breadwinners while bourgeois women ideally
maintained the role ofhomemaker. 50 The removal of enterprise from the domestic
environment gave way to the concept of separate spheres demarcating private, domestic
life from public, political life. Bourgeois culture expected men to treat their families as
the primary reason for seeking material wealth and success. 51 For the Lawrences,
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domesticity defined their life from their daily Bible readings, to education, and
Chapman's devotion as a loving father. With the exception of their unmarried status and
illegitimate children, the Lawrences conformed to societal expectations of a typical
middle-class family, especially since few people were aware of their marital situation.
Although the concept of separate spheres defined the middle-class nineteenth
century household, the Lawrences conformed to this ideal publicly, but privately
Chapman took a more active role in familial life and responsibilities. Chapman
frequently traveled to Ireland to conduct business on the property he inherited from his
father, and he would often leave for months at a time. While not out on business,
Chapman remained at home and took an active role as patriarch. 52 Lawrence wrote little
of his father, but from what he did write, it is evident that he admired Chapman and
found his father's rejection of the aristocratic lifestyle most commendable:
father's selp-appointed exile reduced his means to a craftsman's income,
which the landowning pride of caste forbade him to increase by labour.
As five sons.came, one after the other, the family's very necessaries oflife
were straitened. They existed only by the father's denying himself every
amenity, and by the mother's serving her household like a drudge.53
Lawrence grew to hold the same disdain for wealth as his father did, and he thought it a
pleasant idea that all five sons chose professions that would confine them to a life of
meager wages.

54

Chapman schooled his boys in languages, physical activities, and

photography, which later proved to be useful for Lawrence. Lawrence used his
photography skills to capture images of medieval castles and ancient ruins on his first
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excursion to the Middle East. Chapman and Lawrence were also avid cyders, and
Lawrence enjoyed pushing his physical boundaries. Mrs. Lawrence, however, rarely left
the home and focused her energy instead on raising her children, educating them, and
serving as the moral authority of the home. Fathers usually enforced authority, guidance,
and discipline, but for the Lawrence family, the mother came to dominate the household,
which Victorian society considered a masculine role. 55 Lawrence loved his parents, but
he came to resent his mother and her domineering authority while he admired his father
for having sacrificed so much to be at home with him and his brothers.
The Lawrence boys enjoyed an exceptional childhood despite their mother' s
control issues and the children's illegitimate status. Although Lawrence and his brothers
were aware of the stigma associated with illegitimate children, according to their
recollections they managed to maintain a typical childhood. The Lawrences went to
church on Sundays, played together, and excelled in school. Lawrence's brothers
excelled in sports, but he channeled his energies into archaeology and reading. Though
Chapman and Sarah Lawrence kept the boys from playing with other neighborhood
children outside of their supervision, they often invited children over to play at their
house. While his illegitimate status may have had a minimal impact on Lawrence as a
youth, it certainly affected his views on marriage and children in adulthood. As he
described the impact of his mother's parenting on his life choices in a letter to Charlotte
Shaw:
One of the real reasons (there are three or four) why I am in the service is
so that I may live by myself. She has given me a terror of families and
inquisitions. And yet you'll understand she is my mother, and an
55
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extraordinary person. Knowledge of her will prevent my ever making any
woman a mother, and the cause of children. I think she suspects this: but
she does not know that the inner conflict, which makes me a standing civil
war, is the inevitable issue of the discordant natures of herself and my
father, and the inflammation of strength and weakness which followed the
uprootin~ of their lives and principles. They should not have borne
children. 6
Lawrence wanted nothing more than freedom, freedom from his mother and society.
Lawrence rejected notions and societal expectations of husbandry and fatherhood based
on his experience as a youth. He also illustrates his inner conflict that having been born
to unmarried parents and parents of whom at least one had given up his title and status to
run away with his mistress, which goes against their own religious convictions.
The Lawrence boys bore the brunt of Sarah Lawrence's personal and religious
convictions; they described her overbearing nature and desire for'them to lead good,
Christian lives. She rarely let her sons go to the theatre, unless it featured a
Shakespearean play, and she loathed the mention of Oscar Wilde, "especially in front of a
girl."

57

Sarah Lawrence, like most middle-class Victorian women of her day, kept the

family' s moral and religious values in check, and she expected Chapman and her sons to
attend an Evangelical church as well as participate in daily Bible readings, which
Chapman, being the man of the house, led. A product of the Victorian era, the father
represented the authority of God in the home while the mother represented "Christian
love and spiritual intuition."58 Young T .E. Lawrence participated in daily Bible readings
and church services, but as he grew into a young adult, he came to resent the Church. In
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adulthood, Lawrence claimed that he believed in God, "whatever every person means by
the word God."59 Lawrence reflected on his mother and her strict religiosity in a letter to
Charlotte Shaw describing how he felt his mother justified her stealing Chapman away
from Edith Chapman:
To justify herself she remodeled my father, making him a teetotaler, a
domestic man, a careful spender of pence. They had us five children, and
never more than £400 a year: and such pride against gain, and such pride
in saving, as you cannot imagine. Father had, to keep with mother, to drop
all his old life, and all his friends. She by dint raised herself to be his
companion: social things meant much to him: but they never went calling,
or on visits together. They thought always that they were living in sin, and
that we would some day find it out. Whereas I knew it before I was ten,
and they never told me; till after my father's death something I said
showed Mother that I knew and didn't care a straw. 60
Although Lawrence admitted that his illegitimacy did not bother him, in an earlier
passage from the same letter, Lawrence noted that his illegitimacy made him a "standing
civil war." 61 Lawrence often offered conflicting statements about his childhood and adult
life, but it is clear from the passage that he and his mother had a tumultuous relationship.
Lawrence continuously sought to put as much distance between himself and his mother
as possible and encouraged his brothers to do the same. 62 After leaving for the empire, he
rarely returned home, but he wrote hundreds of letters to his family describing his
expeditions. In the empire, Lawrence found the freedom he desired from his mother's
strict religiosity.
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The Lawrence's strict religiosity was not uncommon to the Victorian era, which
witnessed a middle-class religious revival of the Anglican and Dissenting denominations,
a revival that encouraged regular church attendance, daily Bible readings, and strict
discipline. The Evangelical revival manifested itself in Victorian domesticity with the
paterfamilias in charge of the family's faith and discipline, although it was quite the
contrary in Lawrence's case. Lawrence's mother assumed the role of disciplinarian and
moral authority. Lawrence thought his mother dominated Chapman and his brothers, and
Lawrence held a "terror" of her ever knowing about his way oflife and feelings. 63 The
Evangelical church awarded motherhood a prestige that affirmed women's roles in the
private sphere. For example, the family was to rise early to avoid idleness, observe the
Sabbath, and participate in daily Bible readings and prayers. 64 Mothers nurtured their
children in the home and taught both girls and boys learned how to be upstanding adults.
The Evangelical church also encouraged fathers to take a more active role in parenting.
As opposed to late Victorian generation, the father was not absent from the childrearing, but his role revolved around the family's faith, financial welfare, protection, and
guidance of his sons into manhood, much how Chapman guided his sons into manhood
and professional careers. Lawrence wrote little about and to his father, but from what he
wrote Lawrence not only admired his father for Chapman's sacrifices but also Lawrence
scorned Chapman for compromising his principles to establish a household with Sarah
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Lawrence. 65 Although Chapman enjoyed a meager income, he was an avid sportsman,
loved playing word and guessing games with his boys, and retained the manners of a
country gentleman. 66 By most accounts from family and friends, Chapman took an active
interest in his children with Sarah Lawrence, and he encouraged their studies sending all
five sons to the City of Oxford High School for Boys and then on to universities.
Chapman encouraged his boys to study current affairs and political matters, but he did
not place an emphasis on gaining wealth. 67
Chapman's encouragement of a good education for his sons was indicative of the
middle-class's emphasis on education for boys, which increased after Parliament enacted
compulsory education in the 1880s. In school, Lawrence excelled in languages and
history, where he developed an enthusiastic fascination with medieval castles, a passion
also held by his father. Education remained essential to the middle- and upper-classes of
Victorian society, as they considered it an instrument for training boys to become
virtuous, "manly characters who did not cheat, sneak, or whine, and who could lead
without being needlessly cruel to animals or servants."68 Schools offered instruction on
the gender roles of society and strictly segregated their male and female students. As
boys attended schools, they associated themselves less and less with the private sphere,
and public schooling encouraged this attitude. All-male state schools discouraged talk
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and even thinking of home, as it could be considered unmanly and soft. 69 The school
system offered networking opportunities, skills in professional careers, and a "crash
course in manliness," and the all-male atmosphere in the school prepared boys for the allmale public sphere rather than preparing them to be great husbands and fathers. 70
Lawrence's schooling and family life were essential to establishing his masculinity and
shaping his personality. The school's curriculum and encouragement of ventures to the
empire evidently shaped Lawrence' s decision to journey to the East in later years.
In addition to ideals of British masculinity instilled in the middle-class in
grammar schools and universities, Victorian poetry and fiction constructed the ideal
masculine figure. Some of the most influential authors in literature examined notions of
masculinity in their writings and provided examples of how Victorian men should
behave, dress, and live. Victorian authors like Percy Shelley, Alfred Tennyson, and John
Ruskin proved influential for Lawrence, who often quoted passages of their poetry in
letters to his family.

71

Lawrence idealized romantic poetry and novels, which often

described the man of letters as a masculine figure, something to which Lawrence could
72

relate.

He also idealized masculinity mainly because he was insecure with his

masculinity.

73

According to Robert Graves, a biographer who had a close relationship

with Lawrence, Lawrence did not know how to relate to women in any other way except
as a "romantic plane remote from reality."74 Lawrence felt that women were incapable of
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thinking and writing on the same level as men, and this posed a problem for Lawrence,
who expected to find a deeper meaning in his literary experience. Lawrence wanted to
find "other selves" in his literary experience, all men of course, to whom he could relate
to, but the "other selves" he referred to embodied "great" characteristics of the man of
action and soldiers. 75 Victorian poetry and literature exemplified models or ideals of
masculinity, but Lawrence, and many men, embodied a complex mixture of
masculinities.
Although many authors of the Victorian era tried to define masculinity, they could
never quite agree on a single, comprehensive definition of masculinity. Social
constructions of masculinities were at the mercy of an ever-changing society redefined by
industrialization, class struggle, power, science, and the feminization of culture_. 76 Many
middle-class Victorian men struggled to find their place in society throughout the
Victorian era, especially as the working class and women pushed for more rights toward
the end of the century. By examining literary works of the nineteenth century, it is
evident that Victorian masculinities remained fluid and shifted throughout the century,
from early Victorian notions of the ascetic, celibate man to the mid-Victorian caring,
loving father, and later notions of the man as a hero, adventurer, and explorer. 77
Popular culture encouraged the decline or delay of marriages among Victorian
youth, as literature, especially the rise of the masculine novel and imperial adventure
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stories, revealed a number of alternatives for men. 78 As Britain's empire reached its
height during the Victorian era, New Imperialism, marked by territorial expansion
especially in Africa and South East Asia, provided many new occupations abroad, open
chiefly to men. Authors of imperial adventure wrote to a male audience about colonial
danger, race, and ethical uncertainty. Writers like R.L. Stevenson, Sir Walter Scott, and
H. Rider Haggard emphasized that heroism and chivalry thrived on the colonial frontier
and that colonial adventure worked as an antidote to the anxiety of race degeneration and
the feminization of culture.

79

Haggard in particular exemplified the Victorian novelist

and adventurer writer of his time with his best-selling novel, King Solomon 's Mines,
which took readers on a journey to the largely unexplored territory of south Africa. 80
Lawrence often made up adventure stories to tell his brothers, who enjoyed his neverending narratives of exploits and achievements. 81 The colonial frontier not only offered
men an occupation but also a homosocial atmosphere where there was little need for
women, and men could reassert their masculine and racial superiority over subordinate,
non-white cultures. The school system encouraged young boys, like Lawrence, to
conquer, explore, and gain prestige through the empire, and the curriculum offered at
schools revolved around self-reliance.
Lawrence, however, took notions of the ascetic to the extreme in his dorm at
Oxford, as described by Lawrence's friend, E.F. Hall:
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he came one evening into my rooms in College ... and began to fire a
revolver, blank cartridge fortunately, out of the windows into the Turl. I
was left in doubt whether he was play-acting; but one glance at his eyes
left no doubt at all that he told the truth when he said that he had been
working for forty-five hours at a stretch without food, to test his powers of
endurance. I did not realize that he was, in his [Lawrence] own words,
"hardening for a great endeavour." 82
Lawrence enjoyed pushing his physical boundaries, and many friends and family
members commented on how he idealized asceticism. For Lawrence, asceticism
represented a form of independence, where he could deny his body the necessities needed
for survival. Lawrence's endurance and self-reliance helped him on his journey in France
and later his venture throughout the East. Asceticism and the Victorian idealization of
monasticism illustrated middle-class males' dissatisfaction with domesticity, marriage,
and even heterosexuality. 83 Lawrence was attracted to a world without the pressures of
domesticity like the one he had been exposed to in his childhood, so he sought out life in
the empire.
One of his first tests of physical endurance came in 1908, when Lawrence toured
France alone. He rode a bicycle across France for some 2,500 miles in six weeks on a
diet of milk, bread, and fruit. 84 Lawrence's journey was mainly a sight-seeing tour of
medieval castles and ancient ruins. Archaeology became one of Lawrence's passions,
and he even encouraged his brothers to dig and gave them strict instructions on how to
excavate artifacts. 85 Lawrence also saw this tour as an opportunity to compile research
and photographs. As he peddled across France, Lawrence began composing pages of his
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thesis in his head. By November 1909, Lawrence had been in Jesus College at Oxford
University for a little over a year and was interested in studying Military History and
Strategy, a field that would allow him to write a thesis on medieval military architecture.
At Hautefort- St. Yrieix, Lawrence decided to write his thesis on the "transition from the
square keep form." 86 Lawrence used photography skills acquired from his father to
photograph many of the castles, though some proved impossible to photograph or sketch.
After visiting many of the medieval castles in France and England, Lawrence set his
sights on medieval castles and ancient ruins in the East, a place he became fascinated
with over the years. His skills in photography and his physical test of endurance on this
journey proved to be helpful in later journeys to the Middle East, a place he became
fascinated with over the years.
Lawrence' s exploration of the medieval castles in France ignited his romantic
sense in such a way that he continuously sought out crusader castles into adulthood,
especially in the East. 87 Perhaps Lawrence's fascination with medieval castles, history,
and knighthood led him to the East, where he often romanticized the medieval
architecture and simplicity. Lawrence spent most of his life abroad exploring territory to
where few Europeans had ventured. Lawrence loved romantic poetry, especially
Tennyson's writings and his heroism of the man ofletters.88 The East, for Lawrence,
represented a place that had stood still in time and preserved the rich history and culture
of medieval times. Lawrence saw the East as largely untouched by industrialism and the
decadence that plagued Western society. The 1880s marked a shift in Victorian society
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and more specifically Victorian masculinity. Many historians have illustrated the
school ' s role in encouraging ideals of adventurism and independence of all things
considered feminine. As a result, many men of the late Victorian generation fled the
domestic sphere and chose life on the colonial frontier or in other homosocial
·
89
environments.

The second half of the nineteenth century proved to be a period of great
instability for Victorian society especially for the private and public spheres. Over the
course of fifty years, traditional notions of manly and womanly behavior shifted in
relation to one another and assumed new roles. Women, although they were never absent
from the public sphere, demanded more rights and challenged traditional, domesticated
roles in the private sphere. Men also challenged traditional, domesticated roles as
patriarch and husband as many men sought the homosocial environments of perpetual
bachelorhood, club life, and the empire. More middle-class boys attended public schools
during the later years of Victoria's reign than ever before. The public school's
curriculum revolved around transforming young, nurtured boys into self-disciplined,
physically fit, manly men for the good of the nation and empire.90
Lawrence's generation produced anxieties for Britain. On the one hand, Britain
encouraged political service or military service abroad, while, on the other hand, the
nation faced a decline in marriage and birth rates. With more middle- and upper-class
men gravitating to the homosocial atmospheres of all-male clubs and the empire, the
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future of British masculinity and the nation itself became uncertain. 91 Without healthy
men to reproduce the race, Victorians feared a general national decline or, worse, being
surpassed by nations like Germany. What some historians have labeled the "crisis in
masculinity" illustrates the instability and fluidity of British masculinity in the late
nineteenth century. As the mid-Victorian fathers passed along their traditions and power
to the next generation, the late-Victorian sons chose whether to accept his father's
identity or challenge it.

92

Many chose to reject their father's identity and reside on the

colonial frontier or in gentleman's clubs where they could find all the comforts of
home. 93
The late Victorian years proved an unstable period for gender relations as social
Darwinism called into question the credibility of Christian beliefs. The rise of social
Darwinism resulted in many middle class families questioning the role of the Evangelical
church in their homes.

94

As the Evangelical church's influence declined, many began to

question the traditional roles ascribed to the Victorian private sphere. As a result,
Victorian women challenged traditional gender roles and pressed forward with their
feminist movement. Since church held considerable influence in middle-class mid
Victorian homes, the father represented the values of the church inside the home, and the
questioning of the church led to a questioning of gender roles and parental authority
within the home. 95 The strain on the Victorian private sphere, the contradiction of gender
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roles, and the decline of the Victorian family resulted in many men fleeing the domestic
sphere. Although Lawrence never openly challenged his father's authority, he rejected
his father's ideals of domesticity and later found refuge the deserts of the Middle East,
where the prospect of marriage and domestic life did not exist in the Victorian sense.
Although there were many external challenges to masculinity, men were also
responsible for the "crisis in masculinity" through their writings about sex and gender.
Lawrence as an adult, like many late Victorian middle-class men, struggled to find his
place in society whether it be following in the footsteps of his father or moving in the
new direction of his generation, which increasingly left the comforts of home and
marriage life. Lawrence, like his father, did not follow the conventional path set forth by
the mid-Victorian generation, but instead, he chose to escape the pressured of domestic
life. Lawrence rejected marriage and family life after a failed marriage proposal to a
neighborhood girl who was in love with Lawrence's younger brother. 96 Arnold Lawrence
quoted T.E. Lawrence in reference to marriage, "I always thought we wouldn't go for it
in our family." 97 Lawrence once jokingly remarked that, "Prostitution is marriage ala
carte,"98 but he practiced abstinence and considered sex an "unhygienic pleasure."
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Lawrence's choice to reject marriage and family life was indicative of a wider movement,
which produced concerns for many men in Victorian Britain.
The middle class men's flight from the domestic sphere and reluctance to marry
defined the later Victorian years, but not all men rejected the institution of marriage or
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family life. Rejection of Christian ideals and Social Darwinism were not the only factors
Victorians blamed for the decline of marriage; some held prostitution and popular culture
culpable for men choosing bachelorhood over marriage and family. Prostitution
presented a problem to Victorian society, not only for women but also for men.
Prostitutes remained social outcasts for their unchaste lifestyle, and their availability to
the middle and upper classes encouraged promiscuous sex without the commitment to
marriage and family. William Logan expressed his concern for the spread of disease and
the decline of marriages in The Great Social Evil, and he issued a plea for young Britons
to, "Moderate your views: defy custom;-marry;-fear God;-be virtuous;-be happy." 100
Logan wanted the late Victorian youth to resist temptation and return to the days of their
fathers' generation.
The fin-de-siecle fears of degeneration and the late Victorian's resistance against
their father's ideals of masculinity defined a generation oflate Victorian youths,
including Lawrence. Lawrence seemingly rejected all ideals of his father's life. He
rejected ideals of domesticity and marriage. Lawrence rejected ideals of Christianity, or
at the very least, he did not practice religious worship in adulthood. The most influential
institution in Lawrence's youth appeared to be school. Ideals of adventurism in the
empire, the delaying of marriage, if one were to marry at all, and the disparagement of all
things feminine in schools appears to reflect Lawrence's decision to venture to the empire
and his attitude towards women. Lawrence's masculinity was shaped more so by the
school, literature, and his mother than by any other factors. His longing for independence
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and the homosocial environment of the colonial :frontier illustrates his desire to escape the
confines of his parents' home and establish himself as a man. By the late Victorian
period, men ofletters like Tennyson, Shelley, and Ruskin, all of whom Lawrence
admired, had established the man of letters as a masculine occupation in contrast to early
Victorian associations of the man ofletters with feminine qualities. 101 Tennyson's
romantic heroes appealed to Lawrence, as he quoted stanzas of Tennyson's poems in
letters home. Lawrence's masculinity became a reflection of the ideals encouraged by
the school, literature, and the rejection of his parent's lives.
Lawrence returned from France and began writing his thesis in November 1909.
He prepared himself to embark on a journey that took him throughout the Middle East in
search of ancient ruins and medieval castles. Lawrence's flight from domesticity,
rejection of marriage and, later, religion were common to many middle-class men of
Lawrence's generation. The late Victorian generation challenged the strict moral,
religious, and domestic code of the mid-Victorian generation, which produced and
perpetuated fears of racial and national degeneration. At the fin-de-siecle, many middleclass men struggled to find their place in society amid growing fears of degeneration and
competing notions of British masculinities. Many young men, like Lawrence, faced the
question of whether or not to follow his father's example and carry on the family lineage
or reject notions of domesticity. Lawrence rejected the roles of father and husband and
instead chose to further his career by venturing to the vast reaches of the British Empire.
Lawrence found the freedom he sought for many years in the homosocial environment of
the colonial :frontier where he could escape the anxieties of Victorian Britain.
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CHAPTER III
MASCULINITY AND EMPIRE
He [C.M. Doughty] had experienced it himself, the test of nomadism, that
most deeply biting of all social disciplines, and for our sakes he strained
all the more to paint it in its true colours, as a life too hard, too empty, too
denying for all but the strongest and most determined men. Nothing is
more powerful and real than this record of all his daily accidents and
obstacles, and the feelings that came to him on the way. His picture of the
Semites, sitting to the eyes in a cloaca, but with their brows touching
Heaven, sums up in full measure their strength and weakness, and the
strange contradictions of their thought which quicken our curiosity at our
first meeting with them. 102
Lawrence's description of C.M. Doughty, famed English travel writer and poet,
emphasizes his ascetic nature and his ability to live among the Bedouin in Arabia. The
passage illustrates how intense and strict nomadism seemed to be, and illustrates why
such asceticism came to be associated as a manly discipline. Even though there had
been a few female travelers like Lady Ann Blunt and Gertrude Bell, Lawrence clearly
thought that experiences like Doughty's could only be endured by the "strongest and
most determined men." 103 Lawrence became part of a community of travelers who went
to the East in exploration of knowledge and to further careers. However, while the
typical Western traveler often brought an entourage of Europeans and Arabs to carry
supplies and serve as guides, but Doughty and Lawrence were unique in that they braved
the elements and the "natives" alone. Lawrence went not only in search of information
for his thesis but also to forge a particular kind of masculinity. The empire for many
British men became a proving ground for masculinity where only the strongest could
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survive and assert their masculine cultural dominance over the feminized, colonized
people. As Lawrence challenged and rejected mid-Victorian ideals of the domesticated
man, he, like many other men, found his place in Victorian society not within Britain, but
on the colonial frontier where he found the opportunity to assert his masculine asceticism
among the Bedouin of Syria and Palestine.
In a few of his letters, Lawrence expressed great admiration for the East, though
preconceived Orientalist notions of the East in relation to the West often clouded his
judgment. Although Lawrence's interpretation of the East varied and certainly changed
over time, he went to the East to learn about archaeology but instead found himself
enthralled by Eastern culture. He spent months learning Arabic and various dialects to
help him move within provinces without a guide. He praised their asceticism and
simplicity perhaps because it reminded him of similar ascetic movements in Britain, or he
may have found the ascetic lifestyle appealing because it lacked the excess and
corruption of British culture. 104 Lawrence suggests that Arab culture remained untainted
by Western ideals but feared advancements like railways and telegraph cables
introducing modem ideals to primitive cultures. 105 Lawrence applauded efforts to
educate Arabs enough to read and write their own language but objected to the
Westernization of their culture, which he felt was the objective of many Western charities
in the region. Lawrence may have began his journey in the East with Orientalist notions
of Eastern culture, but his understanding evolved throughout his journeys and he came to
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favor Arabs over all other Eastern ethnic groups, particularly their hardy, ascetic
masculinity, which he sought on the colonial frontier.
New imperialism gained serious momentum in the 1880s and tapered off around
1921, but the empire represented more than territorial expansion and colonization. The
empire served as a symbol of modernity where the "colonial encounter" provided a
historical space for reimagining English culture and identity.

106

Britain, as an industrial,

modem nation prided itself in its colonial possessions and its ability to exert influence on
the periphery. The periphery, or colonial frontier, represented those colonies in relation
to the metropole in Britain, and more specifically London. Most modernized nations
possessed colonies and sought territories on the periphery, and for Britain, being modem
represented a quest to reach modernity that could never be defined except in relation to
primitive, native societies on the periphery. While Britain industrialized before any other
nation, it saw the rise of industrialism around the world in the nineteenth century and
sought to affirm its grasp on the question of being modem.

107

The anxiety of reaching

modernity dominated national-imperial discourse and Victorians' perception of a
masculine "imperial primitivity" associated with the native subjects encountered on the
imperial periphery and feared lost in Britain.

108

While middle-class men challenged domesticated ideals of masculinity from the
mid- Victorian generation, the question of being manly and modem became ambiguous
as many middle-class men escaped modernity to assert their masculinity on the colonial
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frontier. If the domestic environment for middle-class Victorians represented a place of
love and self-control, the empire, for those same men, represented a place where they
could let go of the restraints of domestic and social demeanor.

109

Many young men like

Lawrence sought to escape the domestic environment for that of the colonial frontier,
which did not force the same restraints on them. For middle-class boys and young men,
the schools encouraged an imperial adventure to reinforce Britain's masculine dominance
over the world. All-male schools transformed young domesticated, boys into manly,
athletic men who would then lead either within Britain or abroad in the colonies.

110

Asserting masculine dominance over subordinate culture on the periphery worked to
define Victorian society by reinforcing a sense of national unity among the British.
Britons rationalized this behavior by establishing ethical, legal, biological, and religious
justifications. 111 By defining Britishness against other cultures especially non-European
and Eastern cultures, Britons were held together by their Western, British identity. Unity
and the fear of the "other," which was commonly referred to by social scientists and
biologists as "laborers, heretics, Jews, Asians, and African tribesmen" who could not
measure up to the white man drove many middle-class men to the empire to civilize the
natives and "save the lesser people from themselves."

112

The British Empire's views on imperialism were as much dependent on gender
order as race and class divisions. Ideas of racial hierarchies, gender orders, and class
divisions were exported to the colonies as a way of reaffirming what it meant to be
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British. If colonists wanted to imitate their masters, they adhered to British principles.
Colonizing, for the British became a way of defining themselves based on what they were
not, the "other." Britons sought to distinguish themselves from the "other" by
strengthening their sense of nationalism through imperialism, and British educators
taught these principles of nationalism and imperial duties as early as middle school.

11 3

New traditions of militant Christianity, militant athleticism in schools, and the
reimagining of the "medieval chivalry" fueled the nationalist-imperialist cult of the lateVictorian era. 114
Victorian authors depicted racial, social, and biological factors as the cause for
the apparent decline of British masculinity thus the decline of the British Empire.
Perhaps the most interesting conclusion to be drawn from their anxiety and from
Victorian scholarship is the interdependent relationship between the prominence of the
empire and British masculinity. The link between the decline of masculinity and the
decline of empire was not a new concept; many authors of the fin-de-siecle noted the
relationship in their claims of national degeneration and devolution. The works of Max
Nordau illustrated a connection between the degenerate male body and the national body
politic. 11 5 Many authors believed that the health and supremacy of the nation rested on
the revitalization of masculinity. By exercising characteristics of productivity,
intelligence, energy, and self-discipline, authors of the mid and late Victorian period
believed that the nation could reverse the devolution and perversion caused by excess and
113
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decadence.

11 6

Ideas of degeneration caused a great deal of anxiety and distress for the

British men who sought to revitalize the nation and restore its men to the masculine
prominence which some thought was corrupted by degenerate art of late-Victorian poets,
artists, and playwrights like Wilde and Zola.

11 7

Throughout mid- and late-Victorian

scholarship and novels, a self-generated crisis of masculinity and national decline
becomes evident. Whether or not degeneration as described by morbid art and an
increase in crime rates was true, anxiety plagued the middle-and upper-classes of
Victorian society. 11 8
With the fin-de-siecle anxieties of decline and degeneration, the crisis in
masculinity became a real fear, albeit self-generated and grossly exaggerated by novelists
and playwrights. Through the Victorian novels and plays, society witnessed a
transformation of masculinity, which paralleled advancements in science and psychology,
throughout the nineteenth century. Early Victorian literature celebrated the masculine,
Carlylean hero who exhibited manly characteristics of productivity, self-discipline, and
rationality. Late-Victorian literature featured a dark, conflicted hero, as in Stevenson's

Strange Case ofDr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, where the rational doctor has an irrational side
that represents the duality of man. With fictional narratives perpetuating the crisis in
masculinity, perhaps the increase in popularity of travel writing in the empire can be
attributed to the Victorians seeking new ways to redefine and restore British masculinity
to its heroic, rational masculine state. Authors and men ofletters had already faced
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questions concerning the manliness of their professions over the course of the nineteenth
century. Victorian authors began to portray the gentleman, the dandy, the priest, the
prophet, and the soldier, which were models of masculinity that adhered to ideals of selfdiscipline typically associated with the ascetic regimen. 119 Asceticism greatly appealed
to Lawrence who often complained of the excesses in Victorian society. Lawrence was
one of many middle-class late-Victorian men who were dissatisfied with constraints and
demands of the idealization of domesticity, marriage, and heterosexuality, so homosocial
environments like the empire offered a refuge where they could safely distance
themselves.

° For Lawrence, the escaping to the empire meant a journey to the East

12

through the deserts of Syria in a world of masculine bonding devoid of women.
Many Victorian novelists expressed their concern for the·survival of the empire
and British masculinity, as the two were bound together given that the success of the
empire rested on the strength and masculinity of British men. Britons viewed their
empire in gendered terms where they, the masculine colonizers, conquered the feminine,
primitive natives. In Yeast: A Problem, Charles Kingsley expressed his concern over
modem man's obsession over the "effeminate" pursuit of money and advocated instead
for men to show interest in Christian values, field sports, and a true sense of
nationhood. 121 For Kingsley, the title Yeast represented the problem with the rising
generation questioning tradition and the teachings of the Bible. 122 Kingsley feared that
colonized men exhibited more rugged manliness than the modem middle-class men of
119
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Britain. 123 Kingsley hoped that the middle-class and aristocracy of the late Victorian
generation would breed stronger, more robust men to lead the nation, men less concerned
with politics and more concerned with Christian values and territorial expansion. 124 To
Kingsley, the empire then represented a place unconcerned with metropolitan politics and
intellect where men could go to prove their masculinity by conquering and civilizing
subordinate, primitive peoples.
Travelers and adventurers who went to the East were mainly white European
men. A few notable exceptions included Lady Blunt, who traveled with her husband, and
Bell, who traveled with an Arab entourage. 125 Lawrence, like many Victorians explored
the vast reaches of their empire through literature, more specifically through travel
writings from middle- and upper-class Victorians who went in·search of adventure and
self-discovery. Victorians' appetite for literature on the East became insatiable, as
authors translated classics like Arabian Nights and Richard Burton's Lake Regions of
Central Africa became available for public consumption. 126 Victorian travelers like
Burton, Lady Anne Blunt, and Doughty enchanted the British public with tales from their
journeys throughout Africa and Asia Minor.
Lawrence intended to follow in their footsteps. He initially made plans to travel
to Syria when discussing his thesis with C.F. Bell, one of Lawrence's colleagues at the
Ashmolean Museum. In 1909, Bell introduced Lawrence to D.G. Hogarth, keeper of the
Ashmolean, who discouraged Lawrence from traveling to Syria alone. Hogarth knew of
123
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the dangers for lone Europeans traveling through the desert, but Lawrence was adamant,
so Hogarth suggested writing to Doughty. 127 Doughty also discouraged Lawrence from
desert travel alone and on foot. In a letter to Lawrence, Doughty attempted to discourage
Lawrence from such a taxing journey, "I should dissuade a friend from such a voyage,
which is too likely to be most wearisome, hazardous to health and even disappointing." 128
Lawrence ignored their pleas and began his journey months later.
Doughty became one of the most influential travel writers of the late Victorian
and early Edwardian period, inspiring future travelers Gertrude Bell and Lawrence.
Doughty traveled with the nomadic Bedouins in central Arabia for two years and
documented his account in Travels in Arabia Deserta, which Lawrence considered a type
of bible or textbook for living among the Arabs. 129 Though Doughty immersed himself
in the Bedouin culture and traditions to a point, he never tried to mimic their habits or
convert to their religion, which heavily dictated their way of life. Lawrence concluded
that there were two types of Englishmen who explored foreign lands:
Some feel deeply the influence of the native people, and try to adjust
themselves to its atmosphere and spirit. To fit themselves modestly into
the picture they suppress all in them that would be discordant with local
habits and in their daily life. However, they cannot avoid the
consequences of imitation, a hollow, worthless thing. They are like the
people but not of the people, and their half-perceptible differences give
them a sham influence often greater than their merit. They urge the people
among whom they live into strange, unnatural courses by imitating them
so well that they are imitated back again.
The other class of Englishmen is the larger class. In the same
circumstance of exile they reinforce their character by memories of the life
127
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they have left. In reaction against their foreign surroundings they take
refuge in the England that was theirs. They assert their aloofness, their
immunity, the more vividly for their loneliness and weakness. They
impress the peoples among whom they live by reaction by tving them a
sample of the complete Englishman, the foreigner intact. 13

Lawrence maintained that Doughty was of the second class and earned more respect from
the Bedouin when he represented himself as an Englishman. Doughty adhered to the
laws and traditions of Britain rather than the desert, much like Gertrude Bell's assertion
that Westerners should not "ape the habits" of the desert inhabitants unless the European
could pass for a desert dweller. 131 Lawrence, however, seemed to fit into both categories
though he never would have admitted.
Doughty was a source of inspiration for Lawrence, and Lawrence sought to not
only complete the journey that Doughty completed but also push the physical boundaries
by journeying through Syria on foot in the summer without a European guide. Lawrence
found Doughty's travelogue to be most helpful in relating to the Arabs, but Lawrence
was unlike many of the travel writers before him. Lawrence saw his first journey to the
East as a learning experience, mainly because of his youth and his desire to conduct
research for his thesis. The travelogues of other European men, however, depicted them
as courageous, heroic conquerors, though not in the traditional sense as one who
physically conquers territory. Travel writers conquered civilizations and places with their
"imperial eyes," places few Europeans would ever see, and they brought the elusive,
mysterious East to the metropole in the form of writings and tales. 132 The Arabian desert
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and the East in general was a land to be conquered by European men who preached ideals
of "enlightenment humanism" at the colonized while they denied it in practice. 133
Through these travel writings the West came to view the East as a subordinate "Other" in
need of Western civilization to enlighten them on the foundations of science,
rationalization, humanism, and gender roles. The gendered "imperial vision," as it were,
came to be linked to the masculine, European colonial-settler who took wild terrain and
transformed it into productive and profitable industry. 134 In the process, many British
travel writers and imperialists transposed Victorian notions of gender and racial
hierarchies on their colonies and subaltern peoples.
Victorians' interest in their imperial subjects drove many travel writers,
adventurers, and philanthropists, to explore cultural differen·ces in non-European
populations. 135 Writers like Hogarth, Doughty; Bell, and later Lawrence offered a
glimpse into the lives and territory of non-white cultures and published their findings in
journals, memoirs, and letters to the mother culture in the metropolis. In what Mary
Louise Pratt labels the "contact zone," the area where the colonized interact with the
colonizer, Pratt argues that Western adventurers became the "protagonist" in the "anticonquest" where the adventurers would look upon a non-European culture and posses it
with their "imperial eyes." 136 Many Victorians, mostly men, became renowned for their
publications on the colonial frontier. Middle- and upper-class Victorian men dominated
national-imperial discourse as well as colonial exploration, and their representations of
133
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the periphery often reflected more about themselves than the "other." Lawrence began
writing about his journey to the East in 1909, when he first arrived in Syria. In later
years, Lawrence's writings and his appearance in general became a controversial example
oftransculturation. In a sense, Lawrence became Orientalized over the course of his
journeys in the Middle East. He assimilated into their culture and returned to England in
the royal robes of a Meccan prince, which transformed him into a public spectacle.
Colonizers and adventurers portrayed the periphery in the East as feminine,
uncivilized, and irrational. Edward Said's Orienta/ism reveals how the West constructed
an "Orient" or Eastern identity that defined Eastern cultures as much as it did Western
cultures. Said's definition of Orientalism is multifaceted and encompassed anyone who
wrote about, taught, or studied the Orient. 137 Orientalism also included a style of thought
that distinguished an Orient from an Occident, which helped Western nation dominate
and restructure the Orient. 138 Many Western writers portrayed the East as a passive,
feminine, childlike culture that needed the West's masculine, racially superior culture to
guide it into modernity and morality. Western explorers, adventurers, and writers
perpetuated this Oriental "Other" through their representations of the Eastern periphery
via books, reports, and word of mouth, and these Orientalists inspired generations to
explore and write about the "mystic" and "enchanted" East.
Lawrence first arrived in the East on July 7, 1909 and spent months traveling
throughout Syria and Palestine, touring castles and photographing ancient ruins.
Lawrence journeyed to the East to conduct research for his thesis on The Influence of the
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Crusades on European Military Architecture-to the End of the Xllth Century, a topic
that he exhibited much interest in since he and his father enjoyed exploring castles in
Lawrence's childhood. Against the advice of Hogarth and Doughty who pleaded with
Lawrence not to travel alone or on foot, Lawrence often walked from village to village
exploring and photographing castles in the East. 139 Lawrence learned a great deal about
culture, politics, and education in the Middle East during his journey, and his findings
contributed to his success later in life. Lawrence often participated in Arab rituals and
daily customs and once commented that, "I will have such difficulty in becoming English
again, here I am Arab in habits and slip in talking from English to French and Arabic
unnoticing." 140
After months of photographing castles and ancient ruins," Lawrence returned to
England to compose his thesis and finish his final examinations. Before departing on his
next journey to the East, Lawrence corresponded with Hogarth and Doughty on the
dangers of traveling alone while he read their travelogues. He also enjoyed E.A.
Reynolds-Ball's Practical Hints for Travellers in the Near East. In 1910, Lawrence
returned to the Middle East where he remained over the next eight years with occasional
visits to England to visit family and government officials. Doughty and Hogarth pleaded
with Lawrence to travel via horseback, as they felt the journey on foot would be rather
taxing, but Lawrence reserved a "prejudice against everything with four legs." 141 Though
a mounted guard accompanied him throughout his journey, determination drove
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Lawrence to complete his journey on foot despite the blisters, cuts, and vulnerability to
thieves. Lawrence appeared determined to push boundaries and challenge other explorers
before him, like Doughty who also traveled on foot, or Hogarth and Bell who travelled by
either horse or camel. Lawrence credited his excellent health to his "exercise" (i.e.,
walking) though he suffered from dysentery, typhoid, and constant foot injuries along the
way.142
Throughout Lawrence's exploits in the desert, he appeared to challenge not only his
predecessors but also himself by pushing his body to its limits. Lawrence's physical
determination was consistent with models of the manly, individualist heroism in lateVictorian masculinity, especially up until the First World War. Manliness in the explorer
represented the strength and virility of the nation and his ability to exert control and
dominate subaltern civilizations. Lawrence, however, did not necessarily dominate
Eastern civilizations, mainly because of his youth, when he travel to Syria and Palestine
in 1909 at the age of twenty-one.
During Lawrence's first visit to the East, transculturation was apparent through
his correspondence with Arabs, but it is perhaps most prevalent in his thoughts about
Western academic and philanthropic institutions and their interaction with the Arab
people. As Lawrence made his way through Syria and Lebanon, he learned different
Arabic dialects and traditions as well as how each tribe varied from village to village.
The Arabs also learned a great deal about Western culture from Lawrence. For Lawrence
and the Arabs, the contact zone where transculturation occurred was the domestic
environment of the Arabs. As a Western traveler, Lawrence found himself invited into
142
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the homes of the most prominent members of the Arab village to discuss culture, politics,
and personal matters. Lawrence described a typical encounter with a native:
I go into a native house the owner salutes me, and I return it and then he
says something to one of his women, and they bring out a thick quilt,
which, doubled is laid on the rush mat over the floor as a chair: on that I
squat down, and then the host asks me four or five times how my health is;
and each time I tell him it is good. Then comes sometimes coffee, and
what I am, and where I come from, and where I'm going, and why I'm on
foot, and am I alone and every other thing conceivable... Then I am asked
about my wife and children, how many I have etc. I really feel a little
ashamed of my youth out here. 143
Lawrence expressed his shame for being so young many times, and the Arabs' questions
about marriage and family and why Lawrence included it in this passage illustrates some
anxiety about his manhood. What was typical of his father's generation, to marry and
bear children, became less typical of Lawrence's class and generation, thus the one way
that men established their manhood was on the colonial frontier. However, Lawrence's
youth still projected on him the sense of inexperience often related to boyhood. This
statement could also reflect the norms of Arab culture, where men his age would have
been expected to have a wife and family.
The presence of Western institutions in Syria and Lebanon held a considerable
influence over the Arab population since the 1870s. American and French organizations
provided aid and educational institutions in the region so much so that a Turkish official
contributed the Young Turk revolution to the "American mission." 144 At first, Lawrence
held a high opinion of these organizations for their efforts in educating the Arabs and
commented that, "English is a common language in Syria, and in ten years no other will
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be needed."

145

Lawrence frequently resided at the missionary schools during his journey

and often spoke of their mission to educate the public in literacy and English, but the
organizations did not try to convert Muslims to Christianity and offered separate schools
for those of the Islamic faith. Lawrence had little trouble in finding at least one Englishspeaking Arab when encountering a new village, and he often hired a student to help him
improve his Arabic. Lawrence's opinion of these Western institutions changed over the
course of his journey, especially in later years. Lawrence came to resent most Western
influences in the East for their modernist, imperialist ambitions and thought that the Arab
was better left untouched by European culture and excess.

146

In September of 1909, Lawrence informed his mother that he would be returning
home due to a lack of money and ill health after four attacks of malaria and being
"smashed up" by a group of Kurdish thieves who stole his camera, among other
possessions. Lawrence wrote to Sir John Rhys, archaeologist and principle of Jesus
College, to explain his extended absence from the university as a matter of ill health and
provided some details on his success in locating most of the fifty castles he set out to
explore. Lawrence visited some 37 castles on his journey, many of which were
undocumented and almost guaranteed the publication of his thesis. Lawrence also
collected thirty Hittite seals for Hogarth to be displayed in the collection at the
Ashmolean. By his earlier refusal to accept a European guard or entourage, Lawrence
related to John Rhys that Lawrence believed it benefited him in the end, since he lived
"as an Arab with the Arabs" and gained a better understanding of their daily life, which
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would not have been possible with an-entourage. 147 Upon his return, Lawrence wrote to
Doughty of his experience and requested a meeting in person after an Arab scorned him
for not knowing Doughty. Lawrence also requested of friend and colleague, V.W.
Richards, to purchase him a 151 edition of Arabia Deserta, by Doughty, and a copy of the

Wandering Scholar in the Levant by Hogarth. In 1909, Lawrence completed his thesis,
The Influence of the Crusades on European Military Architecture- to the End of the
Xllth Century, which was later published as Crusader Castles. Lawrence, perhaps like
many middle-class men, entered the stage in his life of finding a career. Lawrence's
passion was medieval pottery and excavating ancient ruins, but he also dreamed of
starting a printing press with his colleague, V.W. Richards.
While expressing his intentions of traveling to the East again, Lawrence remained
in England for most of 1910 and attempted to start a printing press with Richards. LateVictorian middle-class culture idealized work and deplored idleness, so Lawrence's
eagerness to start a profession was consistent with his generation's sense of duty. 148
Lawrence's parents appeared reluctant to accept their son's choice of printing as a
profession, but he reassured them that printing was a "craft" and that their project
required no investment from his parents. 149 Richards believed Lawrence's parents were
concerned about their friendship, but Lawrence maintained a purely professional
relationship with Richards. Richards, however, expressed his love for Lawrence in Philip
Knightly's The Secret Lives ofLawrence ofArabia. Richards went on to affirm that
Lawrence did not understand his affection and that Lawrence had "neither flesh nor
147
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carnality of any kind."

150

Richards later published a biography of Lawrence's life and

their friendship in 1936, one year after Lawrence' s death. Though their printing press
project never materialized, Lawrence continued to pursue his ambition with C.F.C.
Beeson and Leonard Green. In the winter of 1910, Lawrence departed again for the
Middle East after receiving a Senior Demyship from Magdalen College to study with
Hogarth in Carchemish. On this expedition, Lawrence explored Arabia, Turkey,
Anatolia, Syria, Lebanon, and parts of the Sinai.
Lawrence, like many travelers, documented his journey through the Middle East
in a diary that his brother A.W. Lawrence first published in Oriental Assembly, and it
included his day-to-day activities and observations as well as letters to his mother and
photographs of artifacts. Like his previous expedition in 1909, Lawrence again walked
from village to village unless he became pressed for time, at which point he hired a
carriage to transport him to his next destination. He often stayed among the Arab people,
welcomed into their homes by their curiosity of the lone Western traveler, but he also
enjoyed sleeping in the open desert or on the rooftop of a villager's house. Lawrence
traced the footsteps of renowned Eastern traveler Gertrude Bell and looked for the ruins
documented in her previous excursions. Perhaps the most significant revelations in
Lawrence's 1911 diary are his opinions of the Turks and Western organizations operating
within the Middle East. Lawrence often became irritated with Turkish officials who
ruled over Arabs but "not a man in the village knows a word of Arabic, so I am rather put
to it. All pure Turk, which means very ugly, half-Chinese looking fellows with flat eyes
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and broad noses, and wide-split, tight-pulled lips of thin skin." 151 Like many Europeans,
Lawrence held a low opinion of the Turks but never explained why, and he constantly
mocked their authority by refusing to pay bribes and ignoring orders. 152
Although Lawrence maintained his prejudice against the Turks, he came to
respect Arabs the more he lived as one. Lawrence's early experiences in the Middle East
helped him understand the cultural differences between the English and Arabs.
Lawrence's knowledge of Eastern language and culture provided him with the skills and
expertise also helped him during World War I to lead the Arabs to victory. Lawrence
despised the Turks for their desire to modernize the provinces, which interfered with
Lawrence's excavations at Carchemish. Lawrence also hated the Turks for their
bureaucratic and tyrannical authority, as he commented in Carchemish, "Digging in
Turkey is not all joy: the actual work is splendid, but not the being protector of-the-poorand-enemy-of-all-the-rich-and-in-authority which that involves. What with police, and
feudal gentry, and shifty tricksters in the village the path has been a little thorny." 153
Lawrence probably sympathized with the Arabs for their second-class status in the
Ottoman Empire. Lawrence witnessed firsthand the corruption of Turkish officials after
he saw that his donkey-boy only kept fifteen of the forty-five piastres Lawrence paid him,
the rest went to a sheikh in the local village. Lawrence concluded that the boy was only
that, a boy, therefore helpless. 154
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Corruption and bureaucracy were certainly pains for Lawrence to deal with, but
what bothered him even more was the Turks attempt to Westernize, or modernize, their
remote provinces, especially where he was digging for Hittite ruins. Although he praised
the French and American missionaries on his first expedition, Lawrence's opinion of
them soured over the course of his second journey. It remains unclear why Lawrence
held foreign missionaries with such contempt, but he expressed his opinion in a letter to
his mother on June 24, 1911 :
Fortunately there is no foreign influence as yet in the district: if only you
had seen the ruination caused by the French influence, and to a lesser
degree by the American, you would never wish it extended. The perfectly
hopeless vulgarity of the half-Europeanised Arab is appalling. Better a
thousand times the Arab untouched. The foreigners come out here always
to teach, whereas they had much better learn, for in everything but wits
155
and knowledge the Arab is generally the better man ofthe two.
Lawrence perhaps felt as though the modernization of the remote provinces would lead to
the corruption and decay of their society, as in other parts of the Ottoman Empire and in
Victorian Britain. A Westernized native population also meant that Lawrence would lose
his refuge and alternative lifestyle with the Arabs. Lawrence's respect for the Arabs
reflected and reinforced Lawrence's quest for the solution to the crisis of metropolitan
masculinity in Victorian Britain. After his archeology expedition lost funding in
Carchemish during the summer of 1911, Lawrence voiced his opposition to the Ottoman
Empire's efforts to modernize, which he blamed for their loss of funding. In a letter to
the Times, Lawrence first defined his position on the East and protested against foreign
interests, like the German-owned Baghdad Railway Company, that leveled the Crusader
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castles he wished to explore. 156 His mention of the Baghdad Railway Company not only
elicited a response from the German Consul but also acted as a reminder to the British
that they were not the only Western powers interested in the region. Amid a growing
German presence in the East, a railway from Berlin to Baghdad posed a threat to the
security of British interests in the East.
Lawrence exemplified the anti-modem traveler and later hero by protesting the
modernization of the East and by shielding it from moral corruption of Western society.
His letter to the Times, "Vandalism in Upper Syria and Mesopotamia," revealed
Lawrence's animosity to constructing a London East End in the Middle East to house its
poorest inhabitants, but it also reveals Lawrence's desire to maintain the East's innocence
as it was untainted by Western ideals. 157 Lawrence referred to "Levantine financiers"
clearing land and leveling castles to make way for construction projects, which, without a
doubt, disturbed ancient ruins yet to be excavated. He expected Western society to
ignore his pleas to leave the East untouched by Western modernity as he concluded that
everyone would sympathize with the Turkish government's attempt to "let a little light
into its darker provinces." 158 Given the West's view of the feminized East and
Lawrence's romantic view of the East, he reacted to the possibility of a modem
Westernized East with hostility and went to her aid, a reaction he repeated with great
fervor in years to come. Lawrence was fighting against the seemingly inevitable progress
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of modernization destroying native simplicity and innocence, just as it was leading to
European decline, which was not an uncommon sentiment among many Europeans. 159
Between 1911 and the outset of the First World War, Lawrence journeyed to the
Middle East numerous times, mainly to revisit Carchemish and collect data for the British
Museum when funding permitted. Lawrence developed several close, male friendships
during his tours of the East; one of the most notable was with Arab man named Dahoum.
Of similar age, Lawrence hoped to educate Dahoum in reading, writing, and photography
and in return, Dahoum gave Lawrence intensive lessons in Arabic. Leonard Woolley, a
British archaeologist at the Carchemish site and friend of Lawrence, concluded that
Lawrence's relationship with Dahoum constituted an "evil of another sort" though he
maintains that Lawrence was not a homosexual. 160 Woolley claimed that Lawrence held
an unusual knowledge of local Arab tribesmen and their families, which gave him
prestige among the Arab leaders, but the "scandal" with Dahoum, in reference to a nude
carving of the boy by Lawrence, was "widely spread and firmly believed." 161 Woolley
believed the relationship to be unnatural but not immoral and maintained that Lawrence
courted misunderstanding, which appealed to Lawrence's sense of humor and ability to
live outside of accepted social mores. Biographers debated Woolley's account and
whether Dahoum was a nude model for Lawrence, but there is evidence of a masculine
carving by Lawrence in Carchemish during the 1913 excavation. 162
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Lawrence's other close friendship was with a foreman Hamoudi, of whom
Lawrence wrote in his diary of 1911 . Hamoudi met Lawrence on one of his marches in
the summer of 1911 , when Lawrence contracted typhoid and dragged himself into
Hamoudi's village in Jerablus. Hamoudi saved Lawrence's life and nursed Lawrence
back to health. Hamoudi feared that had the Englishman died in his care, the Turks
would have implicated Hamoudi in the death to avoid punishment for themselves. 163
Lawrence remained grateful to Hamoudi and Dahoum for their assistance during his
digging seasons at Carchemish and rewarded them with a trip to Britain in 1913.
Lawrence's close relationship with these two Arabs drew criticism from Westerners who
saw their relationship questionable at best and immoral at worst, but Lawrence's
relationship with these two Arabs reinforces his desire to seek homosocial acquaintances.
The criticism did not seem to bother Lawrence, as he continued to see Dahoum and write
to him over the years. Some biographers and historians claim that Dahoum was the
infamous "S.A." to whom the Seven Pillars was dedicated, but evidence is lacking in
their claims. 164
Aside from the "scandal" with Dahoum, Lawrence rarely encountered questions
regarding his sexuality or masculinity mainly because of his age. According to Woolley,
Lawrence found it difficult to be taken seriously as a young man in his early twenties.
Though his status as a white man in the East engendered some respect from the natives,
his small physical stature and boyish humor led others at the Carchemish site to believe
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he was immature. 165 They had a great deal ofrespect for Lawrence as well, as Hamoudi
noted, "he [Lawrence] could outride, outwalk, outshoot and outlast the best of them. It is
the recollection of his endurance that makes it so difficult for the village of Jerablus to
believe in his death." 166

Lawrence's asceticism and his ability to assimilate into Arab

culture provided the modem for transculturation that allowed Lawrence to relate to Arab
masculinity. He often donned Arab clothing at night and enjoyed his ability to live
among the Arabs, but a close encounter with a group of Kurdish girls in a stream near the
site proved to Lawrence that he could never fully assimilate. While traveling down a
road near the site, Lawrence encountered a group of Kurdish girls washing clothing in the
stream and decided to stop for a drink, but the girls, as Woolley recounts, had probably
never seen a white man before and pulled at his clothing to see ifhe was white all over. 167
The encounter embarrassed Lawrence to the point that he never travelled that road again.
Though Lawrence enjoyed jokes and often pulled ·pranks on Hogarth and others at the
site, Woolley maintains that Lawrence never enjoyed being mocked. Like many who
knew Lawrence, Woolley admitted to knowing little of the man even though they lived
together at Carchemish.
Lawrence and Woolley travelled together on a number of expeditions throughout
the Middle East from 1911 to 1914. Sir Charles Watson, Chairman of the Executive
Committee of the Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF), financed and planned Lawrence and
Woolley's expedition in the Near East, especially areas unexplored by Western travelers.
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In 1913, the War Office contracted the PEF to compile current maps of the Sinai and
surrounding regions as Lord Kitchener had done years prior to Lawrence's expedition.
F .G. Kenyon, of the British Museum, recommended that Lawrence and Woolley embark
on the journey in an effort to spare the museum expenses and for their expertise in the
region. Kenyon saw this expedition as educational and beneficial and Lawrence and
Woolley's instructions were to compile a map of Palestine and explore biblical remains
in the region. In Kenyon's letter to Watson, Kenyon expressed confidence in Woolley,
who had the experience, and Lawrence, who spoke Arabic and got along well with the
native population. 168 After months of traveling and exploration, Lawrence and Woolley
returned to Britain during the summer of 1914 to compile a report for the PEF when
Britain entered into the First World War.
Victorian society shaped the future for men like Lawrence, especially in their
younger years when schools held the daunting task of transforming young, domesticated
boys into officers and gentlemen for the good of the empire. From ideas of a gender,
race, and class-structured society, Britain transposed these values onto its colonies with
the hopes expanding its empire by creating loyal, British subjects. In creating an empire
unmatched by any other Western nation, Britain faced the task of maintaining and
protecting its colonial possessions by encouraging young men like Lawrence to explore
and serve the empire. Lawrence, however, was not a typical middle-class Victorian boy
and often publicly resisted conforming to Victorian norms. He refused to play sports in
school, avoided marriage and children, rarely practiced religion, and challenged
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authority. Lawrence was a product of a new generation unlike the mid-Victorian men
who heeded the principles of Victorian masculinity. Lawrence was one of many who
sought refuge in homosocial environments either in gentlemen's clubs or on the colonial
frontier. Lawrence embodied many of the Victorian contradictions, which he was fully
aware of and openly mocked, but it is without question that these contradictions shaped
Lawrence and his future.

61
CHAPTERIV
T.E. LAWRENCE AND THE ARAB REVOLT
Some of the evil of my tale may have been inherent in our circumstances.
For years we lived anyhow with one another in the naked desert, under the
indifferent heaven ... The mentality of ordinary human slaves is terriblethey have lost the world-and we had surrendered, not body alone, but
soul to the overmastering greed of victory. By our own act we were .
drained of morality, of volition, of responsibility, like dead leaves in the
wind. 169
Lawrence's reference to his journey during the Arab Revolt of 1916 illustrates a
man who sacrificed his mind and body to lead an army of Arab nationalists to victory
against Ottoman rule. Throughout Lawrence's "tale," he exhibited different and
competing masculinities at certain times, but his identification with asceticism helped
save his life in the harsh conditions of the Arabian desert. Lawrence exemplified many
masculinities including a soldier-hero, an adventurer, man of action, man ofletters, and a
figure of romantic Victorian chivalry. Lawrence's asceticism, however, appealed to the
Bedouin Arabs of the Hejaz, and with his background at Carchemish, Lawrence was able
to assimilate easily into their culture. However, Lawrence's ability to traverse cultural
boundaries makes him unique in a sense. The Arab nationalists saw Lawrence not as an
imperial conqueror but as a liberator of sorts, loyal to them, as established in his
willingness to live like them in the desert. This chapter will explore Lawrence's entrance
into the Arab Revolt, his role in the movement, and how it affected Lawrence personally.
This chapter argues that Lawrence's asceticism allowed him to relate to the Bedouin in
such a way to engender respect and lead them to victory. This chapter also illustrates the
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effect of transculturation on Lawrence and his inability to identify with either culture in
the end.
When the First World War began in August of 1914, many middle-class men in
Britain volunteered for military service, including Lawrence and three of his brothers.
Lawrence planned to serve in Military Intelligence when he finished compiling the maps
for the PEF. The War Office also prevented Lawrence and Woolley from serving until
the reports were complete, and the War Office could find the best division in which to
place them. The War Office in Cairo wanted Lawrence and Woolley for their experience
in the Near East over the past few years. As Lawrence waited for orders, he wrote to,
Mrs. Rieder, a friend of his:
I am writing a learned work on Moses and his wanderi·ngs: for the
Egyptian people say they want me but not yet, and the War Office won't
accept me till the Egyptian W.O. has finished with me. I have a horrible
fear that the Turks do not intend to go to war: for it would be an
improvement to have them reduced to Asia Minor, and put into
commission even there.
Don't come back to England The horrible boredom of having
nothing to do, & getting news about once a week, and hearing all the
rumours and theories and anxieties of everybody all round gets on all our
nerves. And you couldn't do anything. 170
For Lawrence and Woolley, the wait was agonizing. Woolley finally lost patience, joined
an artillery regiment, and was later sent to France. Lawrence eventually found work in
the War Office in London, and he still feared that the Turks would refuse to go to war.
He wanted the Turks to enter the war so that he could "root them out of Syria."
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Lawrence's initial journey to the East, he had become an advocate for Arab independence
perhaps in an effort to keep the Young Turks and Western nations from modernizing, or
Westernizing, the Arab provinces. Lawrence wanted to preserve Arab culture and
developed a strong detestation for Western and modem influences on Arab culture. 172
The Turkification, or process where the Young Turks attempted to centralize the
government and create a sense of national unity based on Turkish culture and language,
aroused an Arab resistance between 1908 and 1916. However, this resistance was not the
first Arab movement against the Ottoman and Turkish rule. The first Arab movement
dates as far back as the 1830s when Muhammad Ali and his son, Ibrahim Pasha, led an
Arab nationalist movement against Ottoman rule in Egypt. Their rebellion lasted eight
years until the Arabs loyal to Ali and Pasha revolted against them after Ali and Pasha
raised taxes and threatened to disarm fellow Arabs. Arab division in Egypt only
strengthened Ottoman rule over Arabs, Christians, and Turks. With no solidarity, many
Arabs lost sight of an Arab state until American and French religious organizations
founded educational programs throughout Syria and Lebanon. The organizations were
primarily missionary groups who set up schools to educate Christians in the region, but
Muslims duplicated their educational methods. 173 French and American collective
educational programs provided significant improvements from the antiquated
individualist method of educating students. 174 Traditional methods called for students to

172

Lawrence, The Diary ofT.E. Lawrence 1911, 67-68.
George Antonius, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement (London: H.
Hamilton, 1938), 52.
174
1bid.
173

64

travel great distances to sit at the feet of their educator, but Western missionaries brought
with them an organized, local educational system that spread throughout the Middle East.
The formation of educational societies, like the Oriental Society and the Society of
Arts and Sciences, helped Arabs in Syria and Palestine lay the foundation for future Arab
nationalist movements by emphasizing nationalist ideals and encouraging Arab unity.
Lawrence often commented on the Western groups in Syria and Palestine and their goals
to educate the Arab population. At first, Lawrence praised their efforts, but later
condemned them, as he feared Western influence would corrupt Arab culture. Western
missionaries originally established these societies for educational purposes, but their
influence remained limited to Christians in the Middle East while Islamic groups
recognized the value in similar societies and limited them to Muslims only. Islamic
societies, like the Syrian Scientific Society educated students in culture, mathematics,
language, science, literature, and religion. For the first time in nearly 350 years of
Ottoman rule, the Syrian Scientific Society created a sense of national consciousness
among Arabs in Syria and Palestine united by their culture and pride in their
accomplishments in the arts and sciences. 175 Influenced by European ideology, the
Society encouraged ideas of nationalism, patriotism, and the desire to end Ottoman rule,
and out of this society evolved a political and national movement forty years in the
making.
By the tum of the century, Arabs within the Ottoman Empire experienced at least
two revivals, both of which failed to produce the Arab state Ali and Pasha imagined. By
1908, Turks had gained considerable influence in the Ottoman government and numerous
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seats in parliament. The 1908 Young Turks revolution, who were members of the
Committee of Union and Progress (C.U.P.), marked the end of Sultan Abdul Hamid Il ' s
rule. They instated a new constitution that aimed to unite all races and creeds in the
Ottoman Empire. 176 However, the Turks secularization of education and their treatment
of Arabs and Christians caused social and political strife within the empire, and most
Arabs remained loyal to the Sultan, who gave them more power and influence. Although
many Arabs grudgingly aligned themselves with the Ottomans, most Arabs also despised
the Turks for excluding them from imperial politics since the Arabs had little
representation in the Parliament. 177
Between 1908 and 1916, the Ottomans and Arabs led insurrections against the
Young Turks, but none were successful in overcoming the Young Turk' s rule. Ottomans
loyal to the Sultan desired the power and prestige they once had in government, and
Arabs desired to be free of both the Ottomans and the Turks. The Arab nationalist
movement turned to the Sharif and Amir of Mecca and the Hejaz, Sayyid Hussein bin
Ali, whom the sultan appointed to rule over the holy cities of Mecca and Medina in 1908.
At first, Hussein remained loyal to the Ottoman Caliphate and resisted the Arab call to
lead the Arab movement, but an altercation between Hussein and the Young Turks
strained their relations. 178 However, after hesitating, the Arabs no longer wanted Hussein
as their leader. Meanwhile, the Young Turks continued their process of Turkification, a
process of modernizing and essentially Westernizing the Ottoman Empire, which
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included secularizing education and building railways throughout the empire. Lawrence
objected to the Young Turks efforts to modernize, which were encouraged by German
advisors in Constantinople. Hussein interpreted a railway through the Hejaz as a way for
Constantinople to tighten its grip not only on the holy cities and the annual pilgrimage,
but also on his power and influence in the region. 179 During this period of strife between
Hussein and the sultan, Hussein began corresponding with the English generals in charge
of operations in the East.
Hussein's paranoia led him to resist the construction of the railroad, and he sent
his son, Abdullah bin al Hussein, to negotiate with the Turkish government. Talat Pasha,
the Grand Vizier, attempted to compromise with the Sharif by giving him one third of the
revenues from the railroad, a quarter of a million guineas, and a permanent and hereditary
Amirate over the Hejaz. 180 While negotiations appeared to break down between the
Sharif and Talat, Abdullah went to Cairo to discuss the matter with Lord Kitchener,
Secretary of State for War. The correspondence between the Hussein family and
Kitchener went on between 1912 and 1914. Abdullah wanted reassurance that Great
Britain would back Hussein if the Turks tried to remove him from power in the Hejaz,
but Kitchener could not officially support the Arabs for fear of upsetting what little
influence the British still had over the Turks. 18 1 Lord Kitchener's correspondence with
Abdullah, Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, and Sir Louis Mallet, the Permanent
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Under-Secretary of State for India, indicate that the situation in the Ottoman Empire was
of great interest to the British. Lord Kitchener expressed his concerns that, "the welfare
and indeed safety of these pilgrims is intimately bound up with the maintenance of order
in the districts in question and of a good relationship between the Turks and Arabs whose
animosity has undoubtedly been roused by the recent Turkish policy of centralization." 182
Britain's main goal was to protect its interest in the region including Egypt, access to the
Suez Canal, and a clear route to India through the Arabian Sea.
In August of 1914, the Young Turks signed an alliance with Germany against the
Allied Powers and declared an Islamic jihad against the Allies. The Turks hoped to
inspire some form of unity among the Muslims in the Ottoman Empire, but the Sharif of
Mecca refused to lend his support to the jihad and caused further division among the
Arabs loyal to the Young Turks and those loyal to Hussein. Britain applauded the
Sharif's efforts to encourage instability in the Ottoman Empire while Kitchener and Grey
attempted to foster a sense of nationalism among the Arabs. 183 Lawrence arrived in Cairo
on December 15, 1914 and joined Kitchener's Arab Bureau to help with intelligence
operations in the Middle East. Since the British had been running intelligence operations
in the Middle East since 1911, perhaps expecting a war with or collapse of the Ottoman
Empire, they were well aware of the internal strife between the Turks and ethnic
minorities living in the provinces. Britain had drawn up a plan for occupation of Egypt in
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1912, and by 1914, after declaring war on the Ottoman Empire, Britain established a
formal protectorate over the region.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, Lawrence was part of an intelligence
operation in the Sinai and surrounding regions from 1912 to 1913, and by 1915, a
proposal by politician and diplomatic advisor on Middle Eastern affairs Sir Mark Sykes
led to the formation of a central intelligence agency, or Arab Bureau, for Near Eastern
affairs in Cairo. 184 The Arab Bureau's main objective was to form an alliance with
discontented Arab nationalists in the Ottoman Empire and provoke a revolt that would
destabilize the Ottoman Empire and relieve pressure on the Western Front. The Arab
Bureau's tasks revolved around political and military intelligence, fostering nationalism,
subversion, counterintelligence, internal security, and Islamic· fanaticism. 185 Lord
Kitchener presided over the Arab Bureau as well as Egyptian affairs until he drowned in
1916, and Sykes became his representative in London. Sykes plan, the Sykes-Picot
agreement of 1916, for dividing the Middle East among the British, French, and Zionists
after the war proved to be a source of conflict for Lawrence and his loyalties to the Arab
nationalists and the British. 186
At the outbreak of World War I, Britain moved to occupy Basra and later
Baghdad and Mosul, which provided them with strategic locations in the East as well as a
means to secure "imperial cornrnunications." 187 In 1915, Britain created the de Bunsen
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committee to advise officials on valuable territory in the Middle East. Sykes headed the
committee and decided how Britain divided the Ottoman Empire after the First World
War. 188 Sykes and Lord Kitchener agreed to support an independent Arab state after the
war ended, but they also made promises to France and Zionist leaders. France wanted
Syria and Lebanon while the Zionists wanted Palestine. Incidentally, Britain promised
the same territory to the Arabs. This was a source of great conflict to come for
Lawrence, as he lead the Arabs, he constantly felt the guilt of knowing they would be
betrayed in the end. He continuously referred to himself as a traitor, signifying his
loyalty was with the Arab cause. 189
The Arab Bureau made numerous promises to Arab leaders in the Middle East for
inciting rebellion against the Ottoman Empire, and historian Bruce Westrate examines
which promises the Bureau actually made and which "promises" were misunderstandings
between the British and the Hashemites. Westrate argues that to secure the Arab states in
a post Ottoman Empire Middle East, the Bureau had to secure its portion of the empire
from France and Russia and keep powerful Arab leaders in check. 190 The Bureau
believed that it could control Hussein since he was neither Arab nationalist nor loyal to
the Ottomans or Turks. Westrate claims that British officials often misled the Arabs in
order to secure imperialist objectives, also soured relations between Britain and the
Middle East.
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The correspondence between Hussein and Sir Henry McMahon, British High
Commissioner in Egypt held the key to the future of an Arab state post World War I.
Britain's promises to Hussein and his clan, the Hashemites, rested on the Arabs ability to
fulfill their end of the bargain, the Arab Revolt. In the McMahon-Hussein
correspondence they demanded an independent Arab state after the war ended. British
backing was key however, because the Arab secret societies would not pledge their
support without British support. In gaining British support, Hussein laid claim to Arab
leadership in politics and Christian loyalties in Muslim Turkey.

191

In other words,

Hussein claimed to have the support of the Arabs and the Christian minorities in the
Ottoman Empire, but in reality, only a small minority of Arabs and Christians were loyal
to Hussein. After McMahon "promised" Hussein Palestine in correspondence from
1914-1916, Britain allowed for the Balfour Declaration in 191 7 which promised the same
land to the Zionist movement.
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Although it remained uncertain who would control the territory in the Hejaz,
Transjordan, and Mesopotamia after the war ended, Lawrence and the Arab nationalists
hoped that by pledging their support and fighting for Great Britain they would be
rewarded with their independence. Lawrence knew that the Sykes-Picot agreement posed
a problem for Arab independence, and it tortured him throughout his journey. Lawrence
hoped that if the Arab nationalists reached and took control of Damascus, the British
would award the nationalists their independence. The Sykes-Picot agreement was to
reward the Arabs for their taking of Damascus with independent Arab states in
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Damascus, Aleppo, and Mosul. However, if the Arab nationalists failed the territories
would fall into control of France, Britain, and the Zionists.
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In writing the Sykes-Picot

Treaty of 1916, neither Britain nor France thought it possible that a band of untrained, illequipped Arabs could topple Turkish rule in one of the most important cities in the Near
East. Lawrence believed in the Arabs, and he was determined to shield the post-Ottoman
Empire from the "creation-by us or others-in Western Asia of unduly 'colonial'
schemes of exploitation." 194
This turning point for Lawrence represents his shift in loyalties from serving
British interests to serving Arab nationalist interests. It is unclear when and what caused
the shift in Lawrence's loyalty, but it could have been attributed to the First World War
in general or the atrocities on the Western Front, which had claimed the lives of his three
brothers. Britain had launched several campaigns during World War I to force the
Ottoman Empire to surrender. The first was at Gallipoli, the second was in Mesopotamia
and Persia, and the third involved the Arab revolt against the Turks. The first two
offensives failed while the third offered some success later in the war. The success in the
Hejaz and Transjordan region was due in large part to the efforts ofT.E. Lawrence.
When Lawrence first arrived in Cairo, he found his job to be one of a "bottle-washer and
office boy pencil-sharpener and pen wiper." 195 Lawrence probably exaggerated the
mediocrity of his role, since his job included drawing maps of the region and maintaining
contacts with Arab nationalists and defectors. 196 Within a few months, Lawrence was
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bored in Egypt and desired a more active role in the war, but he was needed to draw maps
from his earlier experience in the Sinai. In describing his daily duties to a friend,
Lawrence concluded, "one would be so much happier, I fancy, in a trench, where one
hadn't to worry out politics & informations all the day." 197 A month after Lawrence
wrote that letter his brother, Frank, died leading an attack on the front lines in France.
Lawrence wrote a letter of encouragement to his mother asking her to be brave so that she
would not cause worry among other mothers whose sons were on the front lines.
Lawrence also assured his mother that he was in no danger in Cairo for which he often
expressed guilt. Frank Lawrence's last letter began:
I am writing this letter on the hypothesis that I have been killed, so will
treat it in that way. I am glad I have died, not so much for. my country, as
for all the many wrongs by which the war was mainly commenced and
also which it inspired. The purpose for it all I do not think can be seen by
us in this life but there is a purpose all the same. 198
Lawrence tried to comfort his mother by writing to her and expressing his love for her
and biding her to be strong, that "men do nearly all die laughing." 199 Lawrence also
seemed to question the purpose of the war after it had claimed the lives of his brothers.
Lawrence continued to compile maps in the Cairo office throughout 1915 while
also encouraging nationalist movements among the Arabs. Early on, Lawrence saw
Sharif Hussein's potential in leading an Arab revolt and often sent spies and Turkish
defectors to plot with the Sharif against the Turks. Lawrence's instructions were clear,
cut the telegraph wires, tear up the Hejaz line, and incite rebellion among the Syrians
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against Turkish garrisons.

200

These attempts, like many before, were never carried out,

but Lawrence continued to use the same tactics against the Turks throughout the war. By
destroying modem weaponry and communication equipment, which acted as tentacles of
Turkish control, the Arabs, theoretically, would be free of Turkish oppression. 201
Lawrence and others at the War Office hoped that Arab insurrections would distract
Turkish forces and cause them to divert resources from their front lines. Britain
proceeded carefully, however, because in fostering ideas of nationalism and
independence among the Arabs, the War Office feared the spread of the same ideas to
India. Although Britain wanted the Arabs to succeed in their revolt, the Sykes-Picot
agreement suggests that Britain had no intention of fulfilling its agreement with the
Arabs. 202
As 1915 came and went, Lawrence lost another brother, Will, and expressed his
discontent at living peacefully in Cairo as the war continued on the Western Front.
Lawrence desperately wanted to make a greater contribution to the war efforts than
sitting in the War Office in Cairo.

203

By June of 1916, the Sharif of Mecca initiated the

Arab Revolt, which excited Lawrence as his plans over the last year and a half were set in
motion. Although Lawrence maintained an advisory role to Feisal, Lawrence finally felt
a sense of satisfaction and contribution to the war even if his cartography and secret
encouragement of the Arabs remained a sideshow in the Near East, as compared to his
brothers' sacrifices on the Western Front. In the early days of the revolt and even in his
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initial journeys to the East, Lawrence held a paternalistic view of the Arabs akin to the
Orientalist notions of Eastern civilizations as child-like and in need of Western help, but
his view changed over the course of the war and the interwar period.204 Lawrence,
without a doubt, loathed the Turks and committed himself to the destruction of the
Ottoman Empire. He wrote enthusiastically about starting the Arab Bulletin, a bulletin
that compiled pertinent information for the War Office about Arab and Turkish
movements, and in designing postage stamps for the Sharif, which were two of his
greatest accomplishments during the early days of the revolt of 1916. 205
Although the Arabs and British never settled on specific territorial agreements,
the revolt began in May of 1916 with great success on the part of the Arabs. With British
supplies, weapons, and gold, the Arab rebellion began, and they ·expelled all Turks from
Mecca within a month. By fall, the Arabs had eliminated almost an entire Turkish
division in the Hejaz region. Lawrence arrived in Yenbo in November of 1916 and
reached Feisal' s attachment by December. At the request of General C.E. Wilson,
Lawrence was to aid Feisal, Hussein's son, and cut rail lines crucial for the survival of the
Turkish garrison stationed in Medina. 206 The Arab Bureau and several top officials at the
War Office recognized Lawrence's ability to relate to the Arabs in language and culture,
which was undoubtedly due to his experience as a young man at Carchemish. At first,
Lawrence protested noting that he was not a real soldier, but after meeting Feisal and
realizing that Feisal had the potential to lead the Arab nationalist movement to success

204

Lawrence, Seven Pillars, 166.
T.E. Lawrence to Sarah Lawrence, Cairo, July 22, 1916, in Lawrence ofArabia, 88.
206
T.E. Lawrence to Sarah Lawrence, Wejh, February 12, 1917, in Lawrence ofArabia, 109.
205

75
against the Turks, Lawrence reveled in his role. 207 Since Lawrence was a schoolboy in
Oxford, he dreamed of a "new Asia which time was inexorably bringing upon us."

208

Lawrence excitedly wrote home about his new placement with Feisal:
Things in Arabia are very pleasant, though the job I have is rather a
responsible one, and sometimes it is a little heavy to see which way one
ought to act. I am getting rather old with it all, I think! However the
position I have is such a queer one - I do not suppose that any Englishman
before ever had such a place. All of which is rather tantalizing reading to
you, because I cannot enter into details. I act as a sort of adviser to Sherif
Feisul, and as we are on the best of terms, the job is a wide and pleasant
one.209
From December 1916 until Turkey's surrender in 1918, Lawrence became one of
Britain's top advisors to Feisal, and Lawrence's role became essential to the survival of
his men and Britain's success in the Middle East.
After a few months of traveling and proving that Lawrence could ride and fight
alongside the Arabs, Feisal awarded Lawrence some of white silk robes sent by his aunt
from Mecca. The kakis Lawrence wore as part of his English uniform left many Arabs
uneasy, since the only encounters they had with men wearing kakis were with Turkish
troops. Feisal convinced Lawrence to dress like a Meccan prince in order to engender
respect among the tribesmen. 210 Lawrence found the clothing comfortable given the
climate, but he also found it utilitarian in gaining respect, as he remarked, "If I wore
Meccan clothes, they would behave to me as though I were really one of the leaders; and
I might slip in and out ofFeisal's tent without making a sensation which he had to
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explain away each time to strangers."211 Lawrence became very close to Feisal during
the revolt, as they shared a vision of an independent Arab state, but not a state the way
Westerners thought of state. Lawrence explained that Arab nationalism was the
independence of clans and villages and their union was formed from their defense against
intruders, or the Empire. 212 Although Lawrence had reservations at first concerning the
capability of the Arab insurgents, he came to believe in the Arabs and their movement
after a few months. Despite their primitive fighting techniques and their outdated
weaponry, Lawrence assured that the Hejazi Arabs had the faith others in Egypt
lacked. 213 Lawrence knew that the Arab nationalist movement comprised only the Arabs
loyal to the Sharif, which were mainly concentrated in the Hejaz. Lawrence pledged his
support and faith in the Hejazi Arabs to the British in Cairo, hoping to gamer sympathy,
support, and supplies.
The problem Lawrence and Feisal encountered was that the Arabs were not.
always united and few outside of the Hejaz were loyal to the Hashemite family.
However, most Arabs were discontented with the Ottoman Empire and had been for the
last half a century. Apart from the blood feuds between tribes, the Arabs united against a
common enemy, the Turks. Feisal strategically positioned tribes so that they would not
have internal conflicts, and Arabs in the Hejaz rallied around Feisal given his status as the
son of Sharif Hussein, descendant of Mohammed. Lawrence noted that, "no Arab ever
impugned his [Feisal] judgments, or questioned his wisdom and competence in tribal
business ... he gained authority over the nomads from Medina to Damascus and
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beyond."214 By the summer of 1917, Lawrence claimed that the Arabs were in the best
sense united, and they had set aside all private interests except the movement, which
served all of their interests. 215 Arab unity was key to the movement, as was British
support, but the British were hesitant to make a formidable Arab Army for fear of
encountering a conflict later in the war or in the aftermath. The British paid them in gold
and armed them with machine guns and field rifles in addition to providing them with
fresh camels. Lawrence requested mountain guns to compete with Turkish artillery, but
the British refused and claimed that the Arabs would not treat the guns or the crews
properly. 216 The British had little faith in the Arabs and considered them "childish" and
"wild;" even Lawrence referred to the Arabs in such terms during the early days of the
movement. 217
In the early days of the revolt, Lawrence was not the most experienced soldier or
well-versed in modem weaponry either. He preferred to study military theory and the
philosophy of warfare, and he idealized Clausewitz. The conduct of modem, or scientific
warfare eluded Lawrence, so in order to defeat the modem weaponry used by the Turks,
Lawrence launched a guerrilla war in the Hejaz. After defeating the Turks at Medina,
Lawrence commented on his strategy:
If we realized our raw materials and were apt with them, then climate,
railway, desert, and technical weapons could also be attached to our
interests. The Turks were stupid; the Germans behind them dogmatical.
They would believe that rebellion was absolute like war, and deal with it
on the analogy of war. Artalogy in human things was fudge, anyhow; and
war upon rebellion was messy and slow, like eating soup with a
2 14
2 15
216
2 17

Lawrence, Seven Pillars, 176.
Ibid.
Ibid., 166.
Ibid.

78
knife ... The death of a Turkish bridge or rail, machine or gun or charge of
high explosive, was more profitable to us than the death of a Turk ... We
could not afford casualties.218
After detonating explosives underneath railroad tracks and bridges, Lawrence and the
Arabs laid siege to Medina where Turkish troops were stationed. Lawrence and the
Arabs made the most of the weapons and supplies they were given and thought it a crime
to leave even the most antique weapons unused. Nevertheless, Lawrence concluded that
war was an art in which "we kindergarten soldiers were up against twentieth century
weaponry and absolute war."219
Lawrence refused to risk the few men he had in unnecessary battles and
condemned the irrational battles fought on the Western Front, which had taken three of
his brothers. Lawrence seemingly illustrated that the Arab Revolt was for a necessary
cause-the liberation of the Arabs from imperial rule and the formation of a new Asia.
Lawrence's tactics were not akin to the tactics on the Western Front, which were
considered dishonorable in a sense. The desert and lack of resources forced Lawrence
and the Arabs to adapt to the strategy which would guarantee them victory. The nature of
guerrilla warfare allowed little room for the heroic masculinity lost on the Western Front,
so Lawrence essentially redefined masculine warfare for a generation emasculated by
modem weaponry. Lawrence exhibited ascetic virtues that early Victorian men idealized
in fiction like the chivalrous, self-sacrificial knight or the desert saint. All the qualities of
the Bedouin, the ascetic lifestyle, were intertwined with the way Lawrence and his Arabs
fought. Qualities of endurance, independence, self-discipline, intelligent courage,

218
219

Lawrence, Seven Pillars, 193.
Ibid. , 195.

79
secrecy, and virtue helped the Arabs navigate the desert and choose decisive battles or
areas to stn"k e. 220
After the Arab nationalists defeated the Turks at Medina, Lawrence planned an
attack on the Hejaz railway in order to hinder Turkish reinforcements. However, before
reaching their point of attack, Lawrence fell ill with dysentery in the desert and nearly
died. The Bedouins nursed Lawrence back to health and from that point on, Lawrence
came to identify more with the Arabs than with his English identity. He began to refer to
the Arabs as "us" and "we" as though he were an Arab. 221 The Arabs treated Lawrence
as though he were one of them after he proved his loyalty to them. The success of the
revolt thus far brought with it an induction of the Englishman into the Bedouin culture,
which Lawrence seemed to fit into so comfortably.
After four months of the revolt, Lawrence and his Arabs had taken Medina and
Akaba and destroyed sections of the Hejaz Railway preventing a Turkish retaliation. The
commander of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force, General Edmund Allenby, summoned
Lawrence to Cairo for a briefing, which also benefited Lawrence since he needed more
money and supplies. Allenby was astonished that Lawrence and his Arabs had seized
Akaba, but more astonishing was Lawrence's appearance. Lawrence arrived in Cairo
wearing the white silk robes of a Meccan prince and appeared emaciated, scorched, and
haggard. 222 British troops stared at Lawrence in awe as he spoke their language
flawlessly but looked as though he were a Bedouin. Lawrence became a spectacle and
caused a sensation, but he used his appearance and tales of success, often exaggerated, to
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inspire faith in the Arab revolt. Lawrence concluded that the crowd wanted book-heroes,
so he perpetuated legends to keep morale high and supplies coming. 223
The book-heroes Lawrence referred to came in two classes, those who assimilated
and those did not. The first class, which Lawrence fits into, "caught the characteristics of
the people about him, their speech, their conventions of thought, almost their manner. " 224
The second class were the "John Bull of the books, became the more rampantly English
the longer he was away from England ... [and] invented an Old Country for himself, a
home of all the remembered virtues. " 225 Lawrence did not classify himself in either class,
but his actions render him to those of the first class. He learned the customs and
language, then wrote books about their experience, which Lawrence did. Ultimately,
Lawrence became lost in the labyrinth of his Arab/English identity. Over the course of
the revolt, he had many internal conflicts concerning what was best for Britain and what
was best for the Arabs. Since he held a low opinion of British generals, whom he labeled
as "stupid" many times because they unnecessarily risked the lives of their soldiers, like
his brothers, Lawrence advocated for the Arab cause, especially in the later days of the
revolt. Though he could never escape the guilt of the Sykes-Picot Treaty, Lawrence
knew that the Arabs were fighting to rid themselves of one imperial ruler only to be
replaced by another when the war ended. 226
The guilt tortured Lawrence, mentally and physically. Lawrence believed that
every wound he suffered from being shot in the hip to his capture, torture, and apparent
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rape at Deraa was a consequence of his betrayal to the Arabs. 227 After Lawrence arrived
in Deraa, a Turkish guard became intrigued by Lawrence, who was dressed in the white
robes of a Meccan prince. The Turkish official apprehended Lawrence and brought him
to the bey of the town. The bey.seemingly wanted to seduce Lawrence, but remains
unclear what exactly happened the Turkish Bey's bedroom at Deraa. Lawrence revealed
in Seven Pillars that he was beaten by the Bey's guards after he refused to submit to the
Bey's sexual demands. As the guards whipped Lawrence, he noted that he "smiled idly
at him [the guard], for a delicious warmth, probably sexual, was swelling through me."228
Lawrence does not admit to being raped, and though the Bey's intentions were clear,
Lawrence left the incident at Deraa vague. However, days after the incident at Deraa,
Lawrence claimed that the "citadel of my integrity had been irrevocably lost."229
Lawrence was never the same after Deraa. He held little enthusiasm for the revolt,
pushed himself physically and mentally to his limits, and longed for seclusion where he
could rest from playing his part as a traitor to the Arabs. 230 The apparent rape at Deraa
left Lawrence a broken, confused man. In the Seven Pillars, Lawrence's character
transforms from a young, inexperience, excited officer to a dark, melancholy, and
exhausted man. If there was a rape at Deraa as Lawrence implies by commenting that the
citadel of his integrity was lost, then perhaps Lawrence felt less of a man having his
innocence taken from him. 23 1 The Turkish bey, who Lawrence loathed, without a doubt
had intentions of having sex with Lawrence, but Lawrence refused to submit. By the bey
227
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apparently raping Lawrence, Lawrence experienced something few men did by a man
whose race was considered feminine.
The Turks released Lawrence, and he walked back to the Bedouin camp and
recovered from his physical wounds over a few weeks. During his recovery period,
Lawrence had time to reflect on his role and the Bedouin. He came to recognize that the
Bedouin were no different from the English. Lawrence concluded that the only
difference between the Bedouin and the English was geography, and that given the
chance, the Bedouin would succumb to excess and decadence which plagued Western
society. 232 Orientalism is a common theme throughout Seven Pillars, but Lawrence's
opinion of the Arabs changed over the course of his journey. He came to admire them
and concluded that Arab minds were as logical as the English minds who were either too
lazy or ignorant to call the Arabs "inscrutable or Oriental."233 As the Arabs proved their
willingness to fight for their cause, Lawrence began to see them in a different light than
most Europeans saw Eastern races. Lawrence's assimilation into Arab, more specifically
Bedouin, culture allowed him to relate their suffering and their experience. Through this
process of Orientalization, Lawrence identified as an Arab in the desert and continued to
dress as one when meeting his superiors. Lawrence was the living example of
transculturation for his ability to cross cultural boundaries, though it was much easier for
Lawrence to cross into Bedouin culture. After the point in which Lawrence began to
dress as an Arab and treat the Arabs with him with a certain amount of respect, Lawrence
could never fully go back to his English identity. By simply changing his dress and
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manners, Lawrence became an Oriental spectacle in the Western world. In addition, by
changing his Western dress, Lawrence became accepted by the Arabs as a leader of their
movement. By crossing cultural boundaries, Lawrence opened himself to a world of
criticism and wonder, and Westerners began to see Lawrence as the "other." Lawrence
continued with the revolt and described the friendships and suffering he encountered in
the days that followed, though some stand out more than others. Lawrence's revelations
in the Seven Pillars led many to question his sexuality and manhood in later years, since
his book was published posthumously.
Perhaps one of the most scandalous revelations in the Seven Pillars were the
relationships formed in the desert among the Arabs. Lawrence spoke of two Arabs in
particular who eventually became his servants, "Daud the hasty and his love-fellow,
Farraj; a beautiful, soft-framed, girlish creature, with innocent smooth face and
swimming eyes."

234

Lawrence wrote casually of their relationship as if it were not

uncommon:
They were an instance of the eastern boy and boy affection which the
segregation of women made inevitable. Such friendships often led to
manly loves of a depth and force beyond our flesh-stepped conceit. When
innocent they were hot and unashamed. If sexuality entered, they passed
into a give and take, unspiritual relation, like marriage. 235
Daud and Farraj appeared numerous times throughout Seven Pillars mainly as pranksters,
until Daud died of the cold. According to Lawrence, Farraj was devastated by the loss of
his companion and smiled no more until Lawrence was forced to kill him after a serious
injury. Lawrence compared their love to Western ideals of companionship, but in the
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East, Lawrence concluded that women served a sexual purpose only, with no equality in
politics or society. Lawrence suggested that the mental needs of men in the East could
only be slaked by their peers, as women were too simple. 236 Lawrence emphasized the
absence of women in the revolt stating that "there was nothing female in the Arab
movement, but the camels. 237 The homosocial environment of the desert is one reason
Lawrence found the desert so attractive. In the desert, there were no women. Lawrence
found it difficult to relate to women, especially independent women, commenting that, "if
she proves to be one of these whet-stone women, I shall keep a film of oil between us. I
prefer bluntness to sharpness.',23 8 By separating the Arab movement from anything
feminine, Lawrence appeared to assert the masculinity of himself, the Arabs, and their
guerrilla tactics.
As the revolt wore on, the pain of guilt and deception plagued Lawrence more
and more. Lawrence had sold the Arabs a Western ideal of nationalism and played on
their hatred of Turkish rule to garner their allegiance. In return, Lawrence claimed, the
British relinquished their self-respect. 239 The British used an ideal of nationalism foreign
to the Arabs to alleviate their stalemate on the Western Front and to serve their own
imperialistic greed after the war ended. Wars of nationality became as "cheap" as wars
of religion for Lawrence, and he longed to share their "cheap" belief. 240 Lawrence was
tortured by the fact that he led men to die for such cheap beliefs that even ·he did not
believe in only to be betrayed in the end and become subjects of another empire.
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Lawrence had reached the point where he no longer cared about the revolt but felt a slave
to it.
During the last days of the revolt, Lawrence reflected on his personality, what he
was and whom he had became. He had betrayed the Arabs and became an
embarrassment to the leaders and soldiers of the revolt, he could not identify with men or
women, and he became disgusted with himself. 241 Lawrence was ashamed of the
awkwardness that prevented him from relating to other men. He did not identify himself
as a soldier or a hero.

242

He longed for the feminine or animalistic absolutist to be as

superficial as what he felt society expected of him, and he craved fame but did not desire
the reputation for seeking fame. 243 As he expressed page after page of what he was and
was not, Lawrence appeared to have lost his identity, both as

an Englishman and his

identification with the Bedouins. The only identity he readily accepted was that of a
fraud and a tortured soul. In his younger years, Lawrence dreamed of being knighted and
a general by the time he was thirty, but by the time the revolt ended he only longed for a
good reputation among men.

244

After the death ofDaud and Farraj, he wondered if all

men of good repute were a fraud like him. Lawrence concluded on his new found fame
of having lead the revolt that:
The praise-wages of my acting had now to be accepted. Any protestation
of the truth from me was called modesty, self-depreciation; and
charming- for men were always fond to believe in a romantic tale. It
irritated me, this silly confusion of shyness, which was conduct, with
modesty, which was a point of view. I was not modest, but ashamed of
my awkwardness, of my physical envelope, and of my solitary unlikeness
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which made me no companion, but an acquaintance, complete, angular,
uncomfortable, as a crystal. With men I had a sense always of being out
of depth. This led to elaboration-the vice of amateurs tentative in their
arts. As my war was overthought, because I was not a soldier, so my
activity was overconscious efforts, with my detached self always eyeing
245
the performance from the wings of criticism.
Lawrence's revelation shows a man uncertain of his place in society whether as a
hero or fraud, longing for an acquaintance but not being able to relate to men or
women given his status as a hero and traitor to the Arab cause. Lawrence
struggled with his identity and his desired to be liked, but he was overwhelmed
with the fear of rejection and failure. 246 He also commented that he avoided the
"lower creation" upon their failure to "attain real intellectuality."

247

Assuming

that the "lower creation" he referred to was women, Lawrence longed for a
companion who could think on his level, or as suggested by his biographer Robert
Graves, Lawrence longed for a woman who could think like a man.

248

This

reaction to women was probably inevitable for Lawrence given the fact that he
was rarely in the company of women. From his childhood, his mother was the
only woman in the house, to his adolescence in Oxford City High, which was allmale, and to his adventures in the empire, which was also an exclusively male
environment. Lawrence's childhood, adolescence, and adulthood was spent
almost entirely devoid of women who would have been possible mates for him.
In the end, Lawrence, not being able to identify with Western men or women,
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came to hate the person he had become, who engaged in trivial conversation about
illness, games, and pleasures of which Lawrence was wholly disinterested. 249
Lawrence journey in the Arab Revolt, the man he was and the man he
became, is essential to understanding his masculinity. His experiences, trials, and
the boundaries he crossed set him apart from any other British man during the
First World War. His ability to live as a Bedouin, speak like them, and mimic
their habits allowed him to relate to them not as an imperial conqueror but as a
leader of the Arab movement, though not equal to the Bedouin regulars, but rather
a white prince of Mecca. Lawrence dressed like a Meccan prince to gain respect
and to be able to blend in with the Arabs, even though one could easily recognize
that he had white skin, blue eyes, and blond hair, which was undoubtedly rare in
the Eastern world. Lawrence's ability to relate to the Arab asceticism through
self-denial, sacrifice, and self-control affirmed his masculinity among the Arabs,
but did little to save his masculine image in the British sense. The days of the
Victorian knightly honor, romanticism, and chivalry were causalities of the
Western Front, but these characteristics defined Lawrence.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
The revolt ended successfully in 1918. The Ottoman Empire crumbled, and the
Sykes-Picot agreements gave Britain and France the rights to claim land in the Middle
East. Lawrence returned to Britain for before traveling to France with an Arab entourage
during the Paris Peace Conference. However, Lawrence freed the Arabs from one
imperial ruler only for them to be ruled over by two imperial nations. Lawrence felt as
though he had been betrayed by his country by its denying the Arabs an independent state
for their sacrifice in the war, and he also felt as though he betrayed the Arabs because he
was well aware of the Sykes-Picot treaty. Lawrence eventually gave up hope and
returned to Britain permanently. The fame of his exploits in Arabia had transformed him
into an international hero and media sensation, but many of the tales about Lawrence's
journey were just that, tales. Historians and biographers, like Richard Aldington, have
proven that many of Lawrence's accounts were false or largely exaggerated, which was
not solely Lawrence's fault since Lowell Thomas created the Lawrence legend. 250 The
Lawrence legend inaccurately portrays the actual Lawrence, but Thomas saw the
potential of propaganda and financial gain in a story about a "white Arab." 25 1 The fame
got to Lawrence, and it was something he could not escape except to live a life of solitude
in a cottage on Clouds Hill, though not without having enlisted in the Royal Tank Corps
and the Royal Air Force first. Lawrence sought anonymity and seclusion, but his success
rendered that impossible. The Lawrence legend took on a life of its own, distinguishing
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those who knew Lawrence and those who knew of Lawrence. Those who knew
Lawrence claimed he was nothing like the legend, but the memory of the legend precedes
the real Lawrence.
Many authors have tried to separate the man from the legend and few have done
so successfully. Arguably, Graham Dawson presents an objective, theoretical analysis in
Soldier Heroes as he analyzes T.E. Lawrence and the Lawrence legend created by

Thomas. Dawson argues that the legend of Lawrence was an "imperialist fantasy and its
hero a figure of British imperial masculinity" constructed by Thomas to epitomize a
romantic, Victorian image of man in order to sell him as the chivalric hero of the First
World War.

252

Though Dawson's portrayal of Lawrence is probably the most accurate in

the analysis myth and reality, he utilizes psychoanalysis in: his argument.
For Lawrence, the Arab Revolt represented his contribution to the war, which had
taken the lives of his three brothers and was the source of much guilt for Lawrence.
Lawrence entered the revolt as a man much like other men who went to their country's
defense, but he emerged from the revolt as two separate entities: "the man and the
253

legend."

The creation of the Lawrence legend is largely attributed to Lowell Thomas

along with wild rumors the Arabs related to one another about the success of the revolt.
Thomas met Lawrence in Jerusalem in 1918 and asked to accompany and write about
Lawrence' s adventures in the Middle East for the remainder of the adventure. As
Lawrence achieved success with helping the Arabs with their rebellion, Thomas also
succeeded in transforming Lawrence into an international hero of the First World War.
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Thomas published extensive works, both film and text, on the adventures of Lawrence in
Arabia. Lawrence's adventures, as described by himself and portrayed by Thomas in
film, contained a significant amount of fiction and contradictions. From Lawrence's
exploits, Thomas transformed Lawrence's character into a paradigm of the manly man or
soldier hero. Thomas' depiction of Lawrence was faulty at best and outright fiction at
worst. Although Lawrence idealized masculinity, he knew he was not a man of action
and recognized his inability to conform to societal expectations in that respect. 254
Throughout his journey in the Arabian deserts, Lawrence came to symbolize early ideals
of Victorian masculinity associated with asceticism and knighthood, not the
hypermasculine soldier hero constructed by Lowell Thomas.
Through his Arabian adventure, Lawrence transformed from an English soldier
into an imperial war hero, which was largely due to Thomas' efforts to boost Allied
morale. Thomas provided one of the best descriptions of Lawrence when he happened
upon Lawrence at a bazaar in Jerusalem:
My curiosity was excited by a single Bedouin, who stood out in sharp
relief from all his companions. He was wearing an agal, kuffieh, and aba
such as are worn only by Near Eastern potentates. In his belt was fastened
the short curved sword of a prince of Mecca, insignia worn by descendants
of the Prophet. .. But as this young Bedouin passed by in his magnificent
royal robes, the crowds in front of the bazaars turned to look at him. It
was not merely his costume, nor yet the dignity with which he carried his
five feet three, making him every inch a king or perhaps a calif in disguise
who had stepped out of the pages of The Arabian Nights. 255
With his blond hair and blue eyes he could never completely pass for an Arab, Lawrence
immersed himself in their culture, dress, and language. Lawrence was not only expected
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to conform to ideals of British masculinity but also ideals of Arab masculinity. For
example, on one of his first excursions through the desert Lawrence notes that the Arabs
thought it was effeminate to carry food on journeys ofless than 100 miles.

256

Lawrence

wanted to appear masculine to the Arabs so he conformed to their ideals and standards
while traveling through the desert. The Arabs came to speak of Lawrence as ifhe were a
Bedouin which suggests that it was much like early Victorian ideals of masculinity in
which one much achieve through strict discipline, self-denial, and asceticism.
The revolt left Lawrence scarred, and after the war ended, he still fought for Arab
independence with few gains. The Arabs gained some freedom as Hussein and his sons
established kingdoms in Mesopotamia, Jordan, and the Hejaz. A defeated, guilt stricken
Lawrence shied away from the international attention his role in the revolt brought him.
He took several pseudonyms and enlisted in the Royal Air Force as aircraftman John
Hume Ross after being rejected from tank corps as T.E. Shaw when his real identity came
to light. Lawrence's life, his character, his Victorian virtues of asceticism allowed him to
identify with a culture so different, but one in which he came to identify more so than
with his own. His anti-imperialist beliefs and his nonconformity to Victorian standards
set him apart from other Englishmen, and it made his relationship and leadership of the
Arabs possible. Lawrence's style of masculinity related so closely to the Bedouin that
their loyalty was absolute. His journey through the Middle East, his tactics, and his
success made him unlike any man on the Western Front where ideals of chivalry and
knighthood died in the muddy trenches. Lawrence embodied the ideals of a romantic,
chivalrous hero wrought with many contradictions and anxieties of Victorian society.
256

Lawrence, Seven Pillars, 86.
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